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CHAPTER ONE

POINTS OF DEPARTURE

Iran is going through a period of rapid societal change. The gen-

eration that was born in the baby boom following Khomeyni’s rev-

olution has now grown up. People belonging to this generation are

leaving the universities and are trying to make their way in a soci-

ety burdened by inflation, unemployment and political repression. A

growing majority of young people channel their frustration through

calls for change. Those who were born and raised under the rule

of the jurisprudents now abandon the path of their leaders—or so

it seems. But there are exceptions. Among certain layers of the pop-

ulation the ideals of the revolution are still highly esteemed. Here

the dream of a just and prosperous society, governed by the prin-

ciples of Islamic law, is still vivid and the loyalty to the present con-

servative leader is strong. Here, attempts at reform and liberalisation

are looked upon with distress as symptoms of deceit and ignorance,

as signs of a growing public oblivion of God. This is a study of this

pro-regime movement at a grass-roots level. It is a story of a group

of men belonging to a mosque-community with a conservative profile

in Esfahàn, about their lives and thoughts during a period of four

years.

In 1996 I spent a semester in Esfahàn studying the Persian lan-

guage at the city’s state university. At that time I learned to appre-

ciate Iran strongly—the beauty of its landscapes, the friends I made

there, the generosity and passion of its people. It was an experience

of wonder and excitement to study there but also, I must admit, an

experience associated with certain anxiety. Back then, in 1996, the

Islamic Republic was different. The liberalization movement of the

last years had not yet begun and the feared life-style policemen of

the komite were still patrolling the streets harassing anyone who dared

to challenge the officially sanctioned rules of conduct and clothing.

I was often afraid in those days, as were many Iranians, and my

presence was often regarded with suspicion by official authorities.

During my stay I experienced, for the first time, the sorrow ritu-

als of Iranian Shi'ism. Through the university, I was introduced to



different forms of commemoration rituals in which the martyrs of

the Iraqi war were honoured. Those of my friends who were reli-

giously active also brought me along to the weekly mourning gath-

erings in the mosques of the city. I clearly remember the first time

I was able to participate in one of these meetings. It was one of

those warm central-Iranian summer nights and the city was still busy

with traffic and street life as my friend brought me into the open

courtyard of a mosque in the old bazaar quarters. I remember being

deeply impressed by the tranquillity that surrounded us as we sat

down on one of the carpets spread out for those who had come

there to listen. Then the lights went out and we sat quietly under

the open sky as the prayer leader begun his reading, a slow and

melodious recitation of an Arabic supplication blended with pas-

sionate comments in Persian. The men who sat around me started

to weep mournfully, joining in the blissful atmosphere of religious

grief as the voice of the prayer leader started to tremble with emo-

tion. It was a new experience for me. These men’s attachment and

closeness to their own emotions fascinated me. It seemed healthy

and spiritual in some strange way. At the time I could not find any

tears to shed, but still I highly appreciated the gathering for its

beauty, serenity and emotional power. A majority of the people who

gather at these meetings, I soon realised, were religious conserva-

tives. Their religious bliss and the passionate emotions were imbued

with political statement at the same time as the whole thing was

heartfelt and personal. This thrilled me. I guess it was then that I

decided to make the ritual life of these grass-roots conservative Islamists

the object of my doctoral thesis project. I shall never forget that

night.

In the summer of 1999, when I returned to Iran to start the first

fieldwork for this study, I was not sure about how things would turn

out. My plan was to find a conservative-oriented mosque with a sub-

stantial schedule of rituals, to participate in these rituals to as great

an extent as possible and, thereby, to be able to analyse the mean-

ing of these rituals for those who take part in them. In the first entry

of my field notebook from that trip I pretentiously declare that “my

intention is to be a bridge of communication”. At that time I was

full of theoretical and methodological ideas, which I have now aban-

doned. I wanted to find the essential meaning of Shi'ite sorrow rit-

uals and somehow discern some hidden grammar of the emotional

gatherings. I believed such a grammar existed and I wanted to con-
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vey it to the western readers of my study. Now, several years later,

it has become clear that this ambition was bound to fail. The stories

of the five men, which have been my major informants in this 

study, show, with great clarity, that there is no one meaning to these

rituals and that all quests for essence, therefore, are in vain. In the

face of my informants and the complexity of their experience, hence,

my initial intention has proven misdirected. Still, however, I hold

true to the idea of looking for meaning. The present study, then,

deals with the meaning of sorrow rituals. But it does not do so, as

I initially intended, with the purpose of finding one general mean-

ing. Instead I have tried to pinpoint some of the varying, changing

and incoherent meanings, which the rituals have had for the different

informants at different times in the ongoing flux of experience, which

is their lives.

The Beginning

Beforehand I had chosen Esfahàn to be the Iranian city where this

study would take place. I knew the city from my previous stay there,

and being well-renowned for its religious conservatism, it also seemed

a good place for anyone who wishes to study Shi'ite religious activ-

ity. When I came there in 1999, I spent a few days visiting several

different mosques in the city. I introduced myself to the people I

met in these mosques, told them about the study I was planning to

do and asked if it would be possible to focus on their particular

community. Wherever I went I was welcomed with open arms. It

was a pleasant experience. Eventually I chose a mosque community

suitable for my purposes in one of the central parts of the city. I

got permission from some important leaders in the mosque to con-

duct my study there and then it begun.

I started to spend as much time as possible in the mosque. I

became acquainted with many people who came there regularly and

took part in, or at least were present at, the ritual and social activ-

ities that were going on. I recorded lectures and prayer meetings

and spoke with as many as I could about their meaning and pur-

pose. During a period of four years I annually visited the mosque

community.

points of departure 3



4 chapter one

The Informants

As time passed I got to know a number of people in the commu-

nity. Among them I chose five to be my major informants and, thus,

to be the people that I would get to know in depth during these

years. Since then, I have followed them through the changes in their

lives and, as the reader will notice, some of them have changed dra-

matically. Still, however, in this study their stories will be my way

to portray and discuss how religion can be experienced and con-

strued among a group of grass-roots, conservative Islamists in con-

temporary Iran. These five men, then, are different in many ways.

They come from different background in terms of social class, edu-

cation and ethnicity. What unites them is the fact that, at the time

when I began this study, they were active members of the commu-

nity focused on here. At that time they visited the mosque on a

daily basis and were zealous participants in the various forms of rit-

ual activities, which were offered there.

In 1999, when I came to the mosque for the first time at the time

of evening prayer I knew no one. It was that very first evening that

I met 'Ali Bakhtiàri, who eventually became one of my closest friends

and informants during my visits to Iran. He was in his early twen-

ties at that time, a young man with a full beard, constantly fingering

a tasbih.1 When I entered the mosque, 'Ali was sitting alone waiting

for the prayer to begin. He invited me to sit beside him at the rear

end of the crowd gathered to pray. I accepted his invitation, told

him about the causes of my visit and he immediately offered to help

me gather material for this study.

At that time 'Ali himself was rather new in the community. My

first impression was that of a cheerful, friendly and very pious young

man. Soon I was invited to visit his home and he introduced me to

some of his relatives who, like himself, work in Esfahàn to provide

for their families in the villages. Although I spent much time with

'Ali during my first fieldwork, I never really got to know him then.

He remained a merry person who told me stories of the mountains

and the traditional way of life in his village. It was only later that

I would get to know the sorrowful sides of his personality.

1 Tasbih is an Islamic rosary.



Throughout the scope of this study, 'Ali Bakhtiàri studied geog-

raphy at one of the colleges in Esfahàn but had to make his living

by taking small jobs here and there. He comes from a very poor

family and, as his chosen pseudonym shows, he is a Bakhtiàri.2 As

his story will reveal, he is the most zealous political activist among

the informants. He takes much interest in religious matters and is

an active participant in pro-regime demonstrations.

On my first field trip I spent as much time as I could in the

mosque trying, as I did, to establish a somewhat natural place in its

community. Of course, this never fully succeeded. It did, however,

give me the opportunity to meet and get to know many people. One

of these was Amir, the youngest of my five major informants. He

approached me at a Do'à-ye Komeyl meeting because he wanted to

talk and to practice his English. He was still a young teenager at

that time but was already as good as fluent in this language. I enjoyed

talking to him. Speaking a language more familiar to me than Persian

was in itself somewhat relieving for me and we soon became involved

in discussions concerning the subject matter of this book. I believe

Amir appreciated our conversations too. Somehow I became a “neu-

tral” person with whom he could talk about his personal problems

with. At that time he was worried about several matters in his life.

He felt that he was not successful enough in his schoolwork and was

ashamed and frustrated about sexual thoughts, which, as he expressed

it, stole too much of his attention. Amir’s father suffered from can-

cer and at that time Amir was also worried that he would inherit

this disease from his father. He is the only child of a relatively

wealthy family where the father works as a clerk at a public insti-

tution, and the mother is a high school teacher.3 Throughout the

scope of this study my impression of Amir as an intelligent and deter-

mined juvenile lasted. He had managed to buy his way out of mil-

itary service and remained an ambitious student nourishing dreams

of a successful career as a physicist in the academic world. As long

as I had the opportunity to meet him, he spent all his time trying

to achieve this goal.

2 The Bakhtiàri are an Iranian people who live in central Iran, mainly in the
province of Chahàrmahal-e Bakhtiàri and Khuzestàn. Traditionally the Bakhtiàris
are semi-nomadic.

3 High school here refers to what in Persian is called dabirestàn.
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Another informant, who approached me on my first field trip, was

Jamie. At first I felt he was annoying. He was a solemn man in his

early forties. With full beard, black clothes and a chaplet in his right

hand, he displayed all the attributes of a conservative Iranian Islamist.

He approached me in the mosque wanting to discuss logical incon-

sistencies in Christianity. I was neither particularly entertained by

such argumentations, nor very successful in them. I did, however,

give them a chance this time and that is how I first got to know

Jamie: sitting face to face in the courtyard of the mosque, surrounded

by a minor crowd of spectators, discussing Christ’s divine nature in

Christian theology.

When I first met Jamie, his wife had recently died. She had suffered

from cancer and died young, leaving Jamie with six children among

whom the youngest was only a few years old. On the second day

of our friendship, he brought me along to his wife’s grave when the

family was to read the prayers that Iranian Islamic tradition bids

believers to do forty days after the death of a close relative. Our

first conversations were much imbued with the tragedies of his life.

Jamie spoke much about death and repeatedly emphasised the tem-

porality of this life and that the life in the hereafter is the only thing

that matters. During my visits to Iran I have met Jamie regularly.

We have spent much time visiting parks or walking in the moun-

tains together. I have got to know his sons and we have become

good friends. During the scope of this study Jamie lived a hectic life

in Esfahàn, providing for his big family through hard work as an

engineer at a stated-owned company. His religious engagement was

at the beginning of this study very intense. In this respect, as this

book will show, he has, however, changed dramatically.

There is an elderly Koran teacher who regularly gives public

classes in the mosque. On my first field trip I attended his classes

and was offered to take private classes in Koran recitation, an offer

that I gladly accepted. It was Mohammad Mahdi who became my

private teacher. He was a man in his early twenties at the time, a

man of typical basij-appearance, as I had come to know it, with a

full well-kept beard, a light-coloured shirt, dark trousers and a small

kefie-scarf around his neck. Being in the midst of pursuing a suc-

cessful career as a Koran teacher, Mohammad, unlike the other

informants, was in a somewhat high hierarchical position in the com-

munity. During my first fieldwork we met regularly in the mosque

to have Koran classes and later, when we had made good friends,
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I asked Mohammad Mahdi to participate in this study as my infor-

mant. At that time he was newly married and a man facing the first

hardships of being a family provider. He worked hard teaching to

afford the small apartment he had recently arranged for himself and

his wife on the outskirts of the city. As we spoke of the financial

and existential hardships of life I was impressed by the perseverance

with which Mohammad Mahdi faced his adversities. Since then I

have come to know him as a solemn, hardworking and devout man.

Many of the visitors in the mosque are tollàb, that is, students

from some neighbouring madrese. On my first field trip I spoke a

great deal with these students. Preferably we discussed religious mat-

ters, mainly every conceivable reason for me to convert to Islam,

but I never got to know any of them more thoroughly. On my sec-

ond field trip, however, some of those I had initially argued about

theology with withheld their suspicion and became my friends. One

of them was Mosta'àr.4 The first time I met him he wore the outfit

of an 'àlem and invited me to a formalised discussion on Islamic edu-

cation. After that our relationship became more relaxed although it

is remained centred on discussion and sometimes has become polemic.

Besides meeting in the mosque I have often visited Mosta'àr in his

study chamber at the madrese. I know him as a cheerful, generous

and politically zealous activist. Mosta'àr was in his mid-twenties dur-

ing the years of this study. Throughout this time he has remained

strongly committed to his religious life style.

Such are the profiles of my five informants as I have come to

know them: a sorrowful Bakhtiàri from the mountains, an ambitious

young student, a widowed engineer, a pious Koran teacher and a

future mollà. They are all men belonging to the same community,

but they do not know each other particularly well. This study will

reveal, that as the years have passed, their stories have come to

develop in different directions.

It has been my ambition to safeguard their anonymity as far as

possible. Some details in their stories have, therefore, been changed

and their names are fictive. The names were chosen by themselves

at a late stage of this study and they somewhat reflect their different

perceptions of self at that stage. All of the informants were of the

4 Mosta'àr (or more correctly nàm-e Mosta'àr) means simply pseudonym in Persian. 



opinion that being anonymous was not necessary. Some of them

even explicitly asked that their identities should be revealed. When

I insisted in this matter, however, these were the names they chose

to be their pseudonyms.

My Position in the Community

To come as a non-Muslim researcher to a conservative Islamist

mosque, in the heart of the Islamic Republic, is a problematic chal-

lenge. The role of the scholar is ambivalent and awkward. One faces

a situation in which one seeks to become close and personal with

people at the same time as one is supposed to maintain a critical

and analytical attitude towards the personal experiences they are

generous enough to share. This also applies to the religious activi-

ties one is welcomed to participate in. One strives to be accepted

by the community at the same time as one wishes to be discrete,

and one seeks to be sociable and friendly at the same time as one

wishes to remain observant. It is a Herculean task to balance on the

sharp edge of scholarly stringency and one’s own social instincts.

In the beginning of my stay in the mosque, I was regarded with

certain suspicion. I was always treated with great generosity, but

some of my friends have revealed to me that in the beginning they

suspected that I was some kind of spy from the United States. Given

the political situation and the ideological orientation of my infor-

mants, that suspicion is hardly surprising. However, as time passed

and I became more and more known to the community, the suspi-

cion diminished. The great turning point came at one of the weekly

gatherings when the grand Ayatollàh and prayer leader of the mosque

himself, to my own surprise, welcomed me to the community. At

that time I was asked to come and sit by the Ayatollàh and to read

a Sura from the Koran to the people gathered around him. There

were hundreds of people assembled there that night and it was,

incomparably, the most nerve-wracking thing I have ever done in

my life. My voice literally trembled with agony as I stumbled through

the verses constantly excusing myself for the flaws of my Arabic pro-

nunciation. But the Ayatollàh comforted me. He told me my read-

ing was alright, bid me good luck with my studies and asked everyone

to pray that I would soon take the step and become a Muslim. It

was a heavy ordeal, but it earned me credibility in the community,

which would last throughout all my visits.

8 chapter one



The position in the community, that I finally earned, still remained

rather awkward. It is my experience that my role has been some-

what divided into several different positions. The three most obvi-

ous roles that I have played, then, are the role of the researcher,

the Christian and the potential Muslim. Whenever I have introduced

myself to members of the community, I have tried to emphasise my

role as a scholar, presenting myself as a student of the History of

religions who is interested in writing a book about the meanings of

Shi'ite rituals in everyday life. I have made efforts to give as truth-

ful a presentation as possible of the intentions of my stay. However,

no matter how straightforward I have tried to be it is my experi-

ence that many of my informants do not always comprehend the

reasons for my stay as I have presented them. This is not particu-

larly surprising. The western academic study of religion is certainly

different from the Islamic confessional academic tradition which my

informants, to a certain extent at least, are familiar with. A conse-

quence of this lack of familiarity is that the purpose of my stay has

remained unknown to a majority of the people that I have met in

the mosque.

My role as a researcher may have explained the constant scrib-

bling in my notebook or justified the questions I have asked. But it

did not, as I had planned, become the most dominant of my roles

in the mosque. Instead it was my ascribed identity as a Christian

that gained most attention. This had several reasons. To a certain

extent, it was due to a change in my personal outlook that a longer

stay in Iran seemed to bring about. During my fieldwork, I have

noticed that my own inclination to describe myself as a Christian,

as well as my readiness to participate in Christian religious activity,

was strengthened significantly. I found myself actively searching for

Christian communities, regularly taking part in their services, wear-

ing black clothes on Good Friday and keeping a cross by my bed-

side. My general religiosity has also been strongly revived during the

years that I have been working on this study. Although I come from

a Christian background, this would probably never have happened

if it had not been for the contact with the informants. The reasons

for this increase in personal piety are manifold.

To a certain extent, I believe that an increased appraisal of sym-

bols that connect to one’s home and background is natural to any-

one who stays alone in a foreign environment for a longer period

of time. It is part of the emblematic compensation that humans need

points of departure 9



to uphold their identity in an environment where it is not otherwise

confirmed. However, I also believe that my increased religiosity can

be understood as an emotional response to the melancholy I usually

experienced during my fieldwork. Although I consider my stay in

Iran to have been truly rewarding, they were not usually very happy.

Because of my loneliness, the suffering of my informants and the

gravity of the subject, my field trips were usually sorrowful and my

increased religiosity could be understood as an emotional compen-

sation for this. Moreover, my own Christian revival can be seen as

a response to the very thorough religiosity of my informants. I think

it is reasonable to argue that my very intense social intercourse with

them and my daily contact with their beliefs and religiously organ-

ised lives, created a sensation of what could be defined as religious

envy within me and, consequently, a desire to compensate for this

by emphasising my own religion. This sensation was not least trig-

gered by the very frequent religious discussions that I became involved

in with my informants and other people that I encountered in the

mosque. It is not an exaggeration to say that almost every new

acquaintance that I made during my fieldwork began with a reli-

gious discussion about the pros and cons of Islam and Christianity.

Sometimes these discussions attracted an unfortunately large amount

of listeners who, crowding around me and my new acquaintance,

cheered and booed at the arguments of our pseudo-scholarly dis-

cussions. These discussions, more than anything, established my role

as the Christian in the mosque of my focus.5 It is also significant

that the form of Christianity which I started to practice, revolves

around symbols and outer markers such as clothes and crosses.

Arguably, this is influenced by the Islamic practices of my informants.

My presence as a non-Muslim in explicitly Muslim activities of

the mosque also raised questions about my actual religious belong-

ing and it created an interest among the members of the commu-

nity. These questions were not always satisfied by the proposed

5 Although it has not been the choice in this case, intercultural dialogue can be
used as a research method. Diana Eck points out that such a method “means tak-
ing seriously that there are people on both sides, all sides, of the process of under-
standing.” She proposes it as a beneficial method for the scholar who wishes to
clarify the way he or she is situated in relation to the field of the study. Eck 2000:
140.
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scholarly legitimisation of my behaviour. Most of my informants, on

the contrary, interpreted my presence, in accordance with their belief,

as proof of the truth of Islam. They believed that it was God that

had guided me, via my academic studies at Uppsala University and

my thesis project, to their mosque and the truth of Shi'ite Islam. It

is neither possible nor is it the task here to discuss whether this reli-

gious interpretation of my informants was true or not. However, it

is obvious that it had certain consequences for the way I was

approached in the mosque. One consequence was a firm conviction

among my informants, at least during the first three stages of fieldwork,

that I sooner or later would convert to Islam and become a proper

Muslim.6 Some were very eager to declare this viewpoint and to

encourage me to take the step as soon as possible, whereas others

were more withdrawn as they respectfully observed the process.

Initially, they all shared the belief that I would finally convert. Another

consequence was that I somehow became an example of what can

be understood as an Islamic convert-ideal. And as such I was fre-

quently ascribed characteristics which I felt I did not have. It is not

an exaggeration to say that I was sometimes almost idolised among

certain layers of the community. Among these layers I was seen as

the foreigner who leaves his land far away to travel the world in

search of the truth and eventually finds it in Islam. In my role as

a would-be Muslim, I thus became an object of a projection of

Islamic propagation and, as such, a proof of the righteousness of the

community.

A good illustration of how I sometimes was ascribed characteris-

tics that I did not have is an episode from my second field trip when

I was asked to say or ask something in connection with a Koran-

session. I expressed my gratitude for being given the opportunity 

to be there and, trying to express myself poetically, as is the fash-

ion among my informants, said that the reading which I had just

heard shone with the “light of the lord” (nur-e khodà). I did not intend

this expression to be anything else than a metaphor for the sublim-

ity and beauty of the Koran that I truly appreciate. Some of my

6 Many informants, I believe, would consider me a proper Muslim already. Not
because they do not know that I do not consider myself as one, but because they
define a Muslim, not by his or her doctrinal confession, but as someone that hon-
ours God and is friendly in general.
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informants, however, interpreted it differently. One of them associ-

ated my expression with a legendary story in which an illiterate, but

exceptionally pious, man could distinguish written Koran verses from

other Arabic texts by a light that he saw radiating from the letters

of the Koran. My informant interpreted my expression as being the

proof that I had the same ability and spread this idea to other peo-

ple in the mosque. When I tried to explain what I had actually

meant and deny that I ever had such an ability, my denial was seen

as a sign of my humility and interpreted as yet another proof of

divine intervention in my life.

Now, this and other similar episodes have different sides. Firstly,

not all members of the community approved of this interpretation

of my person. Especially some of the informants that I have got to

know well would never approve of it. Secondly, it is likely that

flattering stories like this, at least to a certain extent, are expressions

of the very elaborate Iranian use of compliments. All the same, it

is significant that my being in the mosque was sometimes interpreted

in a way that incorporated my presence into the predominant Islamic

world view, so that my difference verified internal systems of belief

instead of, as one could have expected, became a threat to them.

It is also important to point out that in no way did I remain

unaffected by events such as the one just presented. During my vis-

its in the community I have always been treated with great gen-

erosity and friendliness. It has also been common that my informants

have been appreciative and socially affirmative in ways that, for a

person of my cultural background, have appeared to be rather spec-

tacular. Thus, for example, on several occasions informants have

been so moved by something I have said that they have started to

cry. From an Iranian point of view, this might not seem very impres-

sive, but from a Swedish point of view it certainly is. As I have got

to know some of the community members better, I have been very

moved by the warmth and appreciation they have shown me. Especially

in combination with very intense social intercourse and almost com-

plete isolation from people representing the world I normally live in,

this appreciation becomes very affecting. On several occasions, espe-

cially after periods of concentrated interaction with the members of

the community, I have felt inclined to accept their conviction about

the actual reasons behind my presence in the mosque. Thus, the

informants’ view of me as a would-be Muslim, which arguably is
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one of the reasons for their affirmative attitude, has at times seemed

to turn out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy.

It is impossible to be entirely neutral when talking about the world

of culture. We speak from within culture and cannot transcend it.

A study like this one is therefore bound to be biased.

One bias that I sometimes tend to have is a Christian one. Although

I have tried to remove certain Christian interpretations from my

final analysis, it is clear that occasionally I have interpreted the reli-

gious feelings and thoughts of my informants in a somewhat Protestant

way. For example, in some notes I have described the informant’s

feelings at the sorrow meetings as experiences of grace. In retrospect

it is clear that in this case I project a Christian comprehension and

terminology upon the informants. The very choice of subject, more-

over, may be influenced by the religious background of my family.

I come from a family imbued with traditions of so-called low-church

Swedish piety. In the traditions of my parents and grandparents,

hence, there are currents of emotion and self-denial, which strongly

resemble the religious life of contemporary Shi'ism. It could be argued

that my choice of subject, somehow, reflects a desire to approach

this personal background from an outsider’s perspective.

Another bias that colours my interpretation of the material is my

status as an outsider. For me my visits to Iran are associated with

the feeling of being away from home. It is connected to memories

from earlier visits, isolation from family and friends and a sense of

melancholy. Thus what my informants associate with familiarity,

closeness to family and normal life, I associate with diametrically

opposite things. At worst these differences may lead to an exagger-

ated emphasis on the sorrowful aspects of the material.

My gender, finally, entails a natural bias. This study is written by

a man and focuses exclusively on male religiosity. The gender roles

in the community made it impossible for me to include women infor-

mants in any way in this study. I deal with this limitation by clearly

declaring the limits of my explanations in this regard.

Purpose and Disposition

The overall aim of this study is to discuss the purpose and meaning

of ritualisation in the lives and experiences of my informants. The
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central question, then, is: what experienced or embodied meanings

do the ritualised activities of the chosen group have for these con-

servative Shi'ite men in Esfahàn? I do not claim that I have been

able to answer this question completely. As a matter of fact, I hold

that it is impossible to do so. Reality is far too complex to be grasped

in definitive or comprehensive answers. Instead what I have done is

to tackle the question from some different points of view and thereby

tried to exemplify how different aspects of life may be ritualised in

the context of my informants. To begin with, then, I have endeav-

oured to portray and describe the most obviously ritualised activi-

ties that go on in their community. What rituals, I have asked myself,

do these conservative Islamist men engage in? The answers I have

found to these questions are discussed in chapter 2. In this chapter,

then, the community in focus is introduced ethnographically. Its rit-

ual activity is discussed and its position in the Iranian society as a

whole is presented.

In chapters 3 and 4 I go on and approach the ritual life of my

informants with focus on how they make use of these ideas and rit-

ual activities for their own personal ends. In this section I want to

depict the culturally contextualised and bodily experienced mean-

ings, which my informants find in their religious thoughts and activ-

ities. In chapter 3 I discuss the concept of embodiment, and through

the cases of 'Ali Bakhtiàri and Mohammad Mahdi, I show how the

informants find different methods to ritualise their lives and to be

virtuous. In chapter 4 I continue this discussion and focus especially

on the rituals of sorrow. Making the case of Amir my foremost exam-

ple, I show how the rituals of sorrow are used and thought about

by the informants and draw conclusions concerning what this says

about their individual agency and culture.

Having done this, I go on to discuss the issue of authority in the

community of the informants. This community, connected to a

mosque, essentially circles around a set of institutionalised rituals and

it constitutes the framework of the informants’ most central ritual

activities. How, I have asked myself, is this community kept together

in the midst of the alternative world views that flourish in contem-

porary Iran? Is it at all held together in the first place? The infor-

mants belong to a community, which is defined by its loyalty to the

supreme authorities. How do they themselves consider that position?

Is it important to them? Are they aware of it? What happens if they

change their minds? These questions will be discussed in chapters 5
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and 6. These chapters focus on how the canonical values, ideas and

modes of conduct, which are shared by the community as a whole,

become the thoughts and ways of the individuals. It can be said to

be a discussion about the socialisation of the informants into this

particular Islamist community. In chapter 5 I discuss the concept of

authorisation and propose a way to construe the lectures and lamen-

tations of the mosque as means of such a process. In chapter 6 I

shift the focus to the experience of the informants. I present the

cases of Mosta'àr and Jamie and let them serve as examples of how

the members of the community relate to the authorities. Having

done this, I also discuss whether the authority situation in the com-

munity can be regarded as stable or not.

In chapter 7 this presentation is followed by a descriptive pre-

sentation of the theological content of the lectures and sorrow meet-

ings, which are held in the mosque. In the final chapter, i.e. chapter

8, I summarise my discussions and let them continue in a general

theoretical discussion on ritual and meaning.

At the very end of the book, a short summary in Persian is given.

These few pages are included as a token of appreciation to those of

my informants who do not speak or read English.

As a whole I have made an effort to convey the formulated as

well as to verbalise the unformulated meanings of the ritual life of

my informants. Theoretically, this becomes a contribution to our

understanding of their culture and religion. As such, then, I want

the study to pose some questions concerning the discussion whether

studies on human culture should emphasise social structure or indi-

vidual agency when discussing individuals and societies. Are indi-

viduals formed by their social and cultural environment or are they

agents who independently make the choices that form their lives?

When it comes to the cases of my informants, there seems to be a

paradox here: at the same time as they are governed by their social

and cultural context, they also appear to be able to use the means

provided in that very context to actively change their relation to it.

In my own Swedish academic context, the theories of post-structural

scholarship, to which this study somehow belongs, may serve as a

good illustration of the same paradox: theories of social construc-

tion, for instance, tell us that our thoughts cannot be independent.

Still, other parts of the same theoretical paradigm provide the ana-

lytical tools through which we are enabled to deconstruct and thereby,

as independent agents, change the context of which we are a part.
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When applied to Western scholarship, this line of thought may seem

obvious. Indeed, if we do not at least partly agree with it, our schol-

arly effort would somehow loose its raison d’être. Something which

I want to show with this study, however, is that the same train of

thought may fruitfully be applied to the chosen conservative Islamist

community in Iran.

Examples from the individual informants will reoccur throughout

the study, but, for the sake of clarity, I have chosen to present their

individual cases also in a more comprehensive form. These presen-

tations are placed in connection to chapters that bring up notions

to which the case of the particular informant may be especially rel-

evant. Thus, for instance, the case of Mosta'àr, who expresses strong

loyalty to the authorities, is brought up in chapter 6 where such

issues are discussed.

History of Religions and Iranian Studies

This study aims to be a contribution to the fields of History of

Religions and Iranian studies. Throughout the history of oriental-

ism, Persia has attracted the attention of scholars who, fascinated by

the artistic wealth and cultural variety of the region, have written

prolifically in books and articles on its history and culture. Similarly,

Shi'ism and its dramatic passion plays have aroused the interest of

researchers. However, it was not until the Islamic revolution of 1979

that Shi'ism and its dominant role in Iranian society became thor-

oughly focused on among Western scholars. Suddenly, as the aus-

tere face of Imam Khomeyni looked out at the world from every

TV-screen, the word Shi'ism became a reality in the minds of

Westerners. Simultaneously, there was a significant upswing in Shi'ite
studies among scholars of religion and an abundance of articles and

books on the topic of political Shi'ism were written. The present

study links up with scholarly works in this field which have been

produced since the 1970’s and it aims at further completing the

understanding and knowledge of contemporary Iran.

It is not my ambition to give a thorough bibliographical presen-

tation of the extensive amount of literature that has been written

about Iranian Shi'ism since the revolution. Such presentations can

be found elsewhere.7 Suffice it to mention some influential scholars

7 See, for instance, the bibliographies of Momen 1985 or Richard 1995.
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to whom I am indebted and to point out in what way this study

completes what they have accomplished.

A majority of the books and articles published on the Islamic rev-

olution and republic deal with the historical and political develop-

ments in the region focusing on official authorities and institutions.

Hamid Dabashi has written a thoroughgoing presentation on revo-

lutionary authorities8 and Ervand Abrahamian has contributed with

one of the most comprehensive studies on modern Iranian history.9

With scholars such as Nikki Keddie10 and Michael Fischer,11 they

have contributed to a very thorough analytical and descriptive schol-

arly coverage of modern political developments and societal changes

in the public life of the Islamic Republic. Interesting here is also the

American historian Roy Mottahedeh who’s book The Mantle of the
Prophet, is a vivid account and analysis of Shi'ism and Iranian poli-

tics using the life and thoughts of a mollà as its point of departure.12

Concerning ritual aspects of Shi'ism, as already mentioned, it is

mainly the spectacular sorrow rituals of 'Àshurà that have attracted

the attention of scholars. Here Peter Chelkowski’s and Jean Calmard’s

studies of the Ta'zie-ritual13 and Haggay Ram’s scrupulous study of

the use of the khotbe constitute major sources of inspiration for me.14

The French ethnologist Christian Bromberger is also important to

mention in this circumstance. Not least his article Martyre, deuil et
remords from 1979 is a very interesting semantic analysis of the myth

of Hoseyn and the ritual attitudes of Shi'ism.15

However, unlike the above mentioned scholars, my ambition is

not primarily to discuss the Shi'ism of the Islamic Republic on the

8 Dabashi 1993. When it comes to the ideologies and thoughts of influential
thinkers, Daniel Brumberg’s interesting analysis of Khomeyni’s heritage and endur-
ing legacy is also worth mentioning, as is Ashk Dahléns thorough work on the
philosophical positions of some influential scholars in contemporary Shi'ite thought.
See Brumberg 1997 and Dahlén 2001.

9 Abrahamian 1982. Concerning a more far-reaching historical perspective, Heinz
Halm’s contribution to our understanding of the historical development of Shi'ite
authority and ideology is worth mentioning. As is Gudmar Aneer’s convincing analy-
sis of religious and political continuity in Iran. See Halm 1997, Aneer 1985a and
Aneer 1985b.

10 See, for instance, Keddie 1981, 1986a, 1986b and 1995.
11 See, for instance, Fischer 1980, 1983, 1987, 1990 and 1993.
12 Mottahede 1985.
13 Chelkowski 1979, Calmard 1972, 1974, 1976–1977, 1979, 1983 and 1996.
14 Ram 1994.
15 Bromberger 1979.
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level of religious authorities or collective public rituals.16 Instead, as

already stated, it is the everyday life experiences of ritual partici-

pants on a grass-roots level that has caught my interest. Much of

what has been written on this private sphere of Iranian Shi'ism deals

with the ritual thoughts and practices of women. Scholars have rightly

sought to complete the often male and authority-oriented picture of

Iranian Shi'ism by addressing the life experiences of previously over-

looked female religiosity. The contributions of scholars like Erika

Friedl,17 Zahra Kamalkhani,18 Anne Betteridge19 and Mary Eleine

Hegland20 in this field can hardly be overestimated. Through their

works they have both provided vivid life presentations of the inac-

cessible private sphere of everyday Iranian life, and discussed the

meanings and practices of Shi'ite rituals carried out within this sphere.

Studies of the same type that deal with male religiosity are, how-

ever, more rare. There are, however, a few scholars that need to

be mentioned.

The French sociologist Farhad Khosrokhavar is definitely one of

them. His extensive work provides one of the most thorough socio-

logical presentations of the Iranian revolutionary movement.21 Arguing

that much of what has been written on Iranian Islamism focuses the

elite, Khosrokhavar has endeavoured to bring forth the popular

aspects of the movement.22 Hence, he was the first to publish inter-

views with people from more economically marginalised strata of

Iranian society after the revolution, and to discuss the Islamist move-

ment from their point of view. Khosrokhavar has also discussed the

role of martyrdom and mourning in the version of Islam that the

revolutionary movement brought about, a version that he labels

“Shi'isme mortifère”.23 Khosrokhavar understands the Islamist notion

of martyrdom to be a modern construction sprung from experiences

16 Scholarly work that narrowly focuses on the discourses of the elite only has
been criticised by Farhad Khosrokhavar. See, for instance, Khosrokhavar and Vieille
1990.

17 See, for instance, Friedl 1980, 1989 and 1994.
18 See, for instance, Kamalkhani 1993, 1998.
19 See, for instance, Betteridge 1993.
20 See, for instance, Hooglund 1982 or Hegland 1983 and 1986.
21 Khosrokhavar 1993b. See also Khosrokhavar 1990, 1993a, 1995a, 1995b, 1997,

1999, 2001 and 2002.
22 See, for instance, Khosrokhavar and Vieille 1990.
23 Khosrokhavar 1993a.
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of denied sovereignty, alienation and frustration and inforced by insti-

tutions such as the basij.24 The present study links up with the work

of Khosrokhavar in its empirical focus but diverges slightly from it

through the emphasis given to the agency of the studied individu-

als. The basij youths presented in this book, hence, are primarily

portrayed as independent persons who make use of their Islamist

institution to the extent they want.

This emphasis, in its turn, falls back on the work of the American

anthropologist Reinhold Loeffler who is another scholar to whom I

am indebted. His book Islam in Practice is a study on religious ideas

among village men in southwestern Iran.25 Although the rural envi-

ronment focused by Loeffler is quite different from the urban focus

in this study, his book has been a source of inspiration insofar as it

clearly shows how Islam is the object of a variety of individual inter-

pretations. One of the main points of Loeffler’s book is the notion

that religion develops through a dialectic process in which the reli-

gious system is constantly filtered through the worldview of the indi-

vidual. I share Loeffler’s view on this point and have tried to attach

to it in the present study. Unlike Loeffler, however, I have deemed

it necessary to also present the social and ideological environment

in connection to which the informants formulate their religiosity. In

this book, therefore, the mosque community, and the lectures that

my informants attend there, is brought to the fore. Religion, I will

argue in this book, takes place in the interface between canonical,

self-referential and embodied levels of meaning. It is therefore impor-

tant that the canonical level, which is represented by theologians and

official institutions, is not entirely disregarded.

Important to mention here is also the American anthropologist

Gustav Thaiss. His article Religious Symbolism and Social Change from

1972 and his doctoral thesis from 1973, were the first anthropolog-

ical portrayals of modern Iranian Shi'ism which primarily focused

upon the religiosity of ordinary people on a near-life level. In his

writings, Thaiss analyses the structure and organisation of different

religious gatherings with special focus on their role in bringing about

social change. His material is gathered from fieldwork in the bazaars

of Tehran.26

24 Khosrokhavar 2002.
25 Loeffler 1988.
26 Thaiss 1972 and 1973.
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The present study aims to be a part of the scholarly tradition that

Gustav Thaiss instigated in the early 1970’s. Besides the valuable

contributions of the mentioned scholars, accounts of the everyday

life of Iranian male religiosity are still hard to find. My ambition

with this study, hence, is to contribute to this field of Iranian stud-

ies. I want to connect to the works of Khosrokhavar, Loeffler and

Thaiss and to their focus on the grass-roots levels of Shi'ism. By

presenting ritual life as ordinary religiously active urban men expe-

rience it, I hope to join these scholars in their ambition to portray

an often-overlooked side of Iranian society.
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CHAPTER TWO

SETTING THE SCENE

The present study took place in Iran at the very beginning of the

21st century, when the political stability of the Islamic Republic

seemed to be threatened in a previously unseen way; when voices

of discontent and protest against the totalitarian Islamist regime began

to be heard in public; and when tensions between different layers

of the population became more apparent than ever before. In the

following chapter, I will present the setting of the informants and

their community. I will begin by briefly mentioning the recent polit-

ical history of Iran and then go on to present the immediate envi-

rons of the chosen community.

The Macroscene

In May 1997 Mohammad Khàtami won a landslide victory in Iran’s

presidential elections. With promises of liberalisation and reform the

seyyed1 'àlem managed to raise massive support from the country’s

young voters and women and was elected with about 70 per cent

of the votes. In many ways the election of Khàtami became the

starting point of a more open public discussion on the future of the

Islamic Republic. It also led to an intensifying of the conflict between

reformists and conservatives2 in the country. On the political scene

1 Seyyed is an honorary title for the descendants of the prophet Mohammad.
2 If one ventures to discuss the contemporary political situation in Iran, one has

to decide what terms to use for the two sides of the conflict that has dominated
domestic politics in the country during the latest years. Scholars and journalists
have shown great ingenuity in their effort to do this, which has resulted in an abun-
dance of different designations such as hard-liners and soft-liners, Khomeynists and
reformists, liberals and non-liberals or orthodox and liberals. The informants themselves
use different words to denote the positions. Most commonly, the words ràst (right)
or enqelàbi (revolutionist) denote the own position whereas chap (left) or zedd-e enqelàb
(anti-revolutionist) denote the opponents. Because of the misleading connotations of
these and other denotations I have chosen to utilise the terms “conservatives” and
“reformist” here. I reckon these to be among the least problematic among the terms
used. The term “conservative”, however, is not entirely unproblematic. Islamism is



President Khàtami and his political allies represented the reformist

faction of this conflict whereas the supreme leader Khàmene"i, and

his supporters in the parliament, the high court, the councils of

guardians and experts and other institutions of authority, represented

the conservatives. To a large extent, however, this conflict took place

in the public sphere, among people on the streets, in the universi-

ties and in media.

The broadcasting media are politically controlled by conservatives

in Iran, and the press has therefore played an important role as the

public voice of reformist opinion. During the time period covered

by this study a vast number of independent reformist papers were

closed down by conservative authorities. Journalists and publishers

were accused and sentenced for publishing what was labelled anti-

Islamic, agitating or insulting articles against the conservative estab-

lishment and the Islamic authorities. In July 1999, one month before

the first fieldwork of this study was carried out, a new law con-

cerning the press was declared. This new law made individual jour-

nalists, instead of publishers, responsible for their texts. The law was

seen as a means to further limit journalists’ freedom of speech and

was one of the igniting sparks, which caused student demonstrations

in the summer of 1999. For three days students in several bigger

Iranian cities demonstrated for reform and liberalisation. Security

forces and independent Islamist groups quenched the riots and a few

people were killed. There had been smaller reformist demonstrations

before the summer of 1999, but the student manifestation that sum-

mer displayed, with previously unseen clarity, the deep cleft within

Iranian society. The demonstrations were met by counter-demon-

strations supporting the regime a few days later.3 During the years

covered by this study there were many demonstrations for various

political camps. There were annual demonstrations commemorating

a rather modern interpretation of Islam. Especially in its Sunnite versions, it has
developed in opposition to the more traditional establishment Islam of the 'olamà.
To speak of an Islamist movement as conservative is therefore problematic.
Furthermore, it is somewhat awkward to label a group as conservative, which calls
itself revolutionary and which endeavours to preserve a political construction as
recent as the Islamic Republic. However, for lack of a better term I have chosen
to disregard these obstacles and to utilise the term “conservative” for the political
position of my informants.

3 Hjärpe 1999a: 58–60.
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the anniversaries of the student riots of 1999,4 Islamist marches against

the mocking of authority,5 manifestations for and against the com-

memoration of the Islamic revolution6 and so on. It is important to

remember that, although there have been many demonstrations in

favour of the conservative regime, this cannot be taken as a sign of

great public support for this political camp. As this study and the

development in Iranian politics after 2002 has shown, there are peo-

ple who sincerely support the conservative Islamist policy, but there

is no equality in demonstration rights in Iran. To demonstrate against

the regime, therefore, is combined with a significant risk of repres-

sion, whereas pro-regime demonstrations are favoured, encouraged

and often staged by public authorities.

The pro-reformist demonstrations often led to clashes. Groups of

more or less independent revolutionary guards,7 hezbollàhis or basij
frequently tried to stop demonstrations and other activities, which

they found provoking. For example, this took place during the cel-

ebration of the Christian new-year among young people in Tehràn
in 2000.8 More or less independent conservatives also tried to obstruct

the liberalisation process through other forms of political violence.

To mention just a few examples: the reformist minister of culture,

Ayatollàh Mohàjeràni was assaulted in the fall of 1998; Khàtami’s

controversial vice-president, Abdullàh Nuri, was attacked at the same

time; and, the Friday Imam of Esfahàn, Ayatollàh Tàheri, was stopped

from giving a sermon by people throwing stones in January 1999.

During the duration of this study, there were also several political

assassinations of reformists and cultural personalities. Dàriush Foruhar,

Mohammad Mokhtàri, Mohammad Ja'far Puryande and Javàd Sharif

are but a few examples of intellectuals who had to pay for their crit-

icism of the conservative regime with their life.9

Now, political murder is nothing new in the Islamic Republic.

During the period following the election of Khàtami, however, the

conflict which resulted in these assaults was highlighted in a new

way. The conservatives did their best to hinder reformist progress

4 Hjärpe 2001: 74.
5 Hjärpe 2000a: 62–65.
6 Hjärpe 2000c: 83–85.
7 These are called pàsdàràn in Persian.
8 Hjärpe 2000b: 36–38.
9 Hjärpe 1998b: 62–65. 
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during this period and, the Iranian system being what it is, they

were often successful in their struggle. Newspapers were closed down,

publishers were jailed and new restrictive laws were passed. On a

symbolic level, however, it was difficult to hinder the changes of atti-

tudes that president Khàtami and the reformist movement brought

about. In his role as president, Khàtami eased Iran’s relations with

Europe and the United Stated. In September 1998, he declared the

Rushdie affair to be a thing of the past. By defusing the polemic

style of the Iranian revolutionary rhetoric and instead speaking of a

dialogue of civilisations and of Islamic democracy, Khàtami became

a symbol of hope for reformist Iranians and Western leaders alike.

Although he was not able to fulfil his promises of liberalisation on

the legislative level, his type of politics initially gained massive sup-

port from the population. In the parliament elections of the spring

of 2000 the reformist side won a convincing victory, which was

confirmed the following year when Khàtami was re-elected as pres-

ident with an incredible 77 per cent of the votes.10

On a popular level, as this study will show, the conflict became

most apparent in how people behaved in the public sphere. Throughout

the duration of this study there was a slow but steady change con-

cerning how daring, especially young people, risked being while walk-

ing the streets. Most obvious in this regard was women’s use of hejàb.
Every year, it seemed, it was tolerated that another inch of hair was

exposed under the headscarf. Women’s clothes, their make-up and

attitudes in the public sphere may be the best indicator of the lib-

eralisation of public life. But there were other signs as well. In male

youth culture the role of soccer, for instance, should not be under-

estimated. Iran’s success in the Football World Championships of

1998, particularly the 2–1 victory against the United States, caused

a flood of nationalist soccer-enthusiasm among Iranian youth. Para-

doxically, there was a strong pro-western strain in this enthusiasm.

The public euphoria that followed the 2–1 victory against the United

States, for instance, became a public display of friendliness to that

country and of reformism as Western music was played in public

and some women let their head-scarfs fall.11

10 Hjärpe 2000a: 62–65. 
11 Hjärpe 1998a: 75–77. For further discussions about the role of football as a

touchstone for social change, see Bromberger 1998.



As mentioned above, this study covers the period between August

1999 and May 2002. After that, the struggle between reformists and

conservatives has continued. Bursts of reformist demonstrations reap-

pear from time to time and the repression of critical publishers con-

tinues. In July 2002, the reformist Friday Imam of Esfahàn, Ayatollàh
Tàheri, resigned from his post in protest against poverty, inequality,

unemployment, corruption and the failure of the political system12

and in the summer of 2003 crowds of reformists demonstrated for

weeks on the streets of Tehràn and other cities. The reformist ten-

dencies that seemed so strong in the first five years of this century

came to an abrupt ending in 2005 when the highly conservative

Mahmud Ahmadinajàd was elected president. Nobody knows what

the future holds, but it is clear that the period covered by this study

was a time when political conflict among the Iranian population sur-

faced in a more apparent way than ever before in the twenty-year-

old history of the Islamic Republic.

Thus Iran is a country which is deeply divided when it comes to

politics. In Iran, furthermore, half the population is below twenty

years of age, wages are low and inflation and unemployment rates

dangerously high.13 Frustration is growing among the population.

Especially young people, born and bred in the Islamist state, find

that the Islamic system, which they have been fostered to belong to,

does not fulfil its ideals of independence and freedom. Most of the

informants of this study belong to this generation of young people.

But unlike the vast majority, who channel their frustration through

reformist opinions or indifference, my informants, at least for a while,

have chosen the opposite way. They are basij, anti-reformists, con-

vinced supporters of Khàmene"i and the conservative camp. They

demonstrate against liberalisation and reform. They dislike Khàtami

and are offended by press critical of the regime. I will now go on

to present the local religious community to which they belong.

The Microscene

In the following the history, congregation, activities and administration

of the chosen Esfahàni mosque will be presented. The city of Esfahàn

12 Hjärpe 2002: 84.
13 Hjärpe 1999a: 58–60. 

setting the scene 25



26 chapter two

was chosen because of its historical importance for Iranian Shi'ism
and its significant role as a revolutionary centre during the revolu-

tionary years of 1978 and 1979.

The Mosque

The choice of this particular mosque as the main object of my study

was based on several criteria. I was looking for a mosque that was

big enough to provide the necessary amount of various data for my

analysis. In other words, its level of activity needed to be high and

its congregation big but not so large that the character of its worship-

pers would be anonymous. Furthermore, I wanted the congregation

to welcome me to do non-confessional research. These criteria left me

with a few Esfahàni mosques to choose from. Among these I chose

one that met my criteria and was well known for its conservative

profile. The prayers in the mosque are led by an 'àlem who is known

for his conservatism and his support of Khàmene"i. The central loca-

tion of the mosque is also of, at least symbolic, significance. The

mosque is situated in the very middle of the Islamic Republic of

Iran, in one of its most central major cities, Esfahàn, which was also

the capital of the Safavid Empire that made Shi'ism the state religion

of the country.

The mosque can be reached through the narrow lanes of one of

Esfahàn’s numerous bazaars. Consequently, the areas surrounding it

consist of shops of different sorts; workshops for various kinds of

handicraft and private homes. The social status of the area is lower

middle class and bàzàri. Architecturally, the mosque is built in a clas-

sical four-eyvàn scheme with an open square bordered by four richly

decorated walls with central porches.

As a gathering place for revolutionists and conservatives, the mosque

played a major role during the time of the Islamic revolution. Then,

it functioned as a meeting place for the demonstrating crowds of

Esfahàn and as a distribution centre for revolutionary propaganda.

Hence, it is clear that it has a significant connection to the con-

temporary history of political Shi'ism in Iran.

The Congregation

As at most mosques of the world, there is no record kept in the

mosque of those who come there. Anyone is free to come and the

group of people saying their evening prayers vary from day to day.
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Consequently, there is not a closely integrated congregation that is

focused in this study. There is, however, a substantial group of peo-

ple who come to the mosque on a very regular basis. Among these,

there are several smaller social groupings of people of similar back-

ground, age, occupation and religious interests.

People who choose to come to this particular mosque, it seems,

do so mainly for two reasons. Either they live or work in the neigh-

bourhood, preferably in the bazaar, or they are supporters or artic-

ulate followers of the conservative Ayatollàh who prays there. The

visitors may be classified into three main categories. The bazaar

group is the first of these. It consists of the group of bazaar mer-

chants and their families who visit the mosque on several occasions

every day. They say their prayers in special places and have most

of their friends in the mosque. Members of this group are generally

people who work or live in the immediate neighbourhood. A vast

majority of the female visitors to the mosque belong to this category,

as do the workers and voluntary helpers of the congregation. Believers

belonging to this group make up the vast majority of the midday

prayers. The second category consists of tollàb (sing. tàleb) who study

at some of the nearby Islamic schools and who visit the mosque to

say their prayers. The young men who constitute this group, are a

prominent part of the congregation at the evening prayers. They are

usually young conservatives who have moved to the city in order to

study. The third group may be called the weekend group. It consists

of believers who come especially to attend the Thursday and Friday

programs of the community. These people come from all over Esfahàn
because of their articulated support for the Ayatollàh or their spe-

cial esteem of other 'olamà, who have sessions during the weekends.

Members of this group are often more educated than the others.

University employees and civil servants are not uncommon among

them. Because of this, and because of their deliberate support of the

Ayatollàh, their status in the mosque is often apparent. Since they

have chosen it especially because of its leader, their participation in

the activities is considered a political statement to a much larger

extent than that of others. Beside these three groups, however, there

are representatives of many other strata of the population and pro-

fessions: university students, construction workers, bankers and house

wives are, for example, all found among the everyday visitors.

Because of its unfixed structure, the size of the congregation is

impossible to determine. An estimated number of visitors at an



average evening prayer would, however, be several hundred persons.

Yet this figure multiplies every time a special celebration or remem-

brance is held. On Thursday evenings, for example, which are the

time of the week when the mosque attracts most visitors, there are

usually more than a thousand people gathered. The proportion

according to gender of the active members of the congregation is

approximately 20 per cent women and 80 per cent men at all times

except on occasions especially focused on women.14 There are usu-

ally some children accompanying their parents to the mosque for

evening prayers, although their numbers are generally small.

The Informants’ Roles

Among those who come to the mosque, the level of involvement in

its community is much varied. Some people more or less live under

its domes, spending all their free time drinking tea, talking and pray-

ing there, while others just go there occasionally. Among the five

major informants of this study this variety is reflected. 'Ali and

Mosta'àr are the most frequent visitors. They pray all of their noon

and evening prayers in the mosque and participate in most of its

activities. Since 'Ali’s home lacks some basic facilities and is located

close to the mosque, he also uses its bathroom and washing ameni-

ties daily. Moreover, he comes to all free meals that the mosque

community offers. In spite of this he does not, as one would think,

belong to the social core of the community. He knows only a few

other people in the mosque and never participates in the discussions

or the informal social intercourse that usually precede the regular

activities. 'Ali himself does not have an answer as to why this is the

case and although, to a certain extent, it may depend on his own

somewhat introvert personality, the fact that he is an outsider, from

my point of view, is also a clear indication of the unofficial social

hierarchies that are predominant in the social structures of the com-

munity. He belongs to several subgroups that are hierarchically sub-

ordinated. To begin with, he is neither bàzàri nor tàleb and is thus

excluded from the two major professional groups. Furthermore, he
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at times women were about 60 per cent of the participants.



is poorer than most other regular visitors and thus lacks economic

status. He is also from the countryside and as such his ways of talk-

ing, thinking and behaving differ from the majority of urban Esfahànis.

Last, but not at least, 'Ali is a Bakhtiàri and thus ethnically different

from the majority in the community. Now, these subgroups that 'Ali

represents are interrelated and most of the Bakhtiàris who visit the

mosque are in the same situation. They are poorer than the average

person and have left their villages to find low-paid jobs in the city.

This is also shown by the fact that all cleaners and maintenance

personnel that work in the mosque are Bakhtiàris and friends of

'Ali’s.

Mosta'àr, on the contrary, represents one of the core groups of

the community. Being a tàleb he belongs to a big group of young

men who regularly gather in the mosque and who know each other

from the howze-ye 'elmiye.15 The tollàb-group has an active role in the

life of the community. They frequently participate in various activ-

ities. They recite prayers, read the Koran and sometimes even preach.

Although they are not in uniform, they are easily distinguishable by

their strict black and white clothing and the social unity of their

group.

Mohammad Mahdi’s role in the community is somewhat special.

Even though he comes to the mosque only a few times a week, he

is well known and respected because of his Koran teaching and his

renowned skill of recitation. His close relation to the major Koran

teacher of the community has also earned him a special status and

he is treated with special respect, even by those belonging to the

core group of the community.

Jamie and Amir are rather anonymous visitors in the mosque.

They go there with decreasing frequency and make efforts not to

draw too much attention to themselves. Jamie, who is a very socia-

ble person, was however an active mosque visitor in the beginning

of the study. At that time he came there on a daily basis and had

quickly earned a rather prestigious position in the community. This

was expressed by the fact that he usually sat by the side of the

administration assembly at the prayers. As the years have passed,

Jamie has, as will be elaborated later, distanced himself more and

15 Howze-ye 'elmi is a religious school.

setting the scene 29



more from the community and during my final fieldwork he did not

visit the mosque at all any longer.

Similarly, Amir’s participation has decreased during the period of

this study. His social background—he comes from a well-educated

upper middleclass family—is different from that of the bàzàri and

the tollàb and his involvement in the mosque activities has, even

though it once was intense, turned to nothing but passive partici-

pation in the emotional rituals, such as Do'à-ye Komeyl meetings. His

friends, future and major interests lie elsewhere.

Namàz

The most central of the activities of the mosque is naturally the daily

prayers, namàz.16 In Shi'ite tradition, these are said on three occasions

of which the first is namàz-e fajr (morning prayers), which is said after

dawn but before sunrise. There are rarely more than five or six peo-

ple of those who live very close to the mosque who gather in one

of the rear vaults of the mosque to pray in the morning. The morn-

ing prayers are led by a neighbourhood 'àlem who is highly esteemed

by the bazaar workers. The same man also leads the namàz-e zohr
and namàz-e 'asr,17 which are performed under the main arch at the

very front of the building. These two prayers are performed with a

break of fifteen minutes in between and are usually attended by a

group of about fifty persons (almost exclusively men). Between the

prayers, the neighbourhood 'àlem usually gives a short sermon about

ethics and the rules of Islam.

The evening prayers, known as namàz-e maghreb and namàz-e 'ashà,
usually gather a far greater amount of believers and are thus the

main event in the daily schedule of the mosque. The prominent

Ayatollàh reads these prayers and since they are of such great

significance for the analysis of the present study it is essential to give

some further details about their characteristics. The prayers are com-

monly performed including a break of about ten minutes. During

this break the participants perform zekr,18 pray spiritually beneficial

16 Because of the Persian, contemporary and every-day focus of this study, the
religious terms used by my informants will be used instead of their Arabic equiv-
alents. Thus daily prayers will be referred to as namàz instead of salàt. 

17 Midday prayers.
18 Remembrance, repetitive invocation.
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extra prayers known as navàfel-e maghreb and jointly sing melodious

supplications.19

An element of Shi'ite piety in general, and Shi'ite prayers in par-

ticular, which deserves a special comment, is the salavàt.20 This is an

invocation of God’s blessing upon Mohammad, used by Muslims of

various denominations all over the world. In the Iranian Shi'ite con-

text it is utilised on various occasions. Generally it is said every time

the name of the Prophet is mentioned, which means that it also

works as an immediate response to the call to prayer, azàn. Salavàt,
however, is also used as an invocation of God’s blessing upon other

prominent people. Thus, in the present mosque, salavàt is frequently

said for the supreme leader of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollàh

Khàmene"i, as well as for the Ayatollàh of the community or for

any other person who has distinguished him- or herself in the mosque.

It is, furthermore, believed by many of the informants of this study

that any prayer, which begins and ends with a prayer for the prophet

and Ahl-e beyt will be answered by God. Thus salavàt is frequently

said at the beginning and end of all religious activity including per-

sonal prayers, namàz and recitation of the Koran. The salavàt in the

Shi'ite Iranian version that is used in the present mosque reads:

Allàhum salli 'alà Mohammad wa àl Mohammad wa 'ajjal farajahu

God bless Mohammad and the progeny of Mohammad
and hasten the redemption.21

Even more significant in everyday piety is the frequently repeated

prayer rhyme known as takbir. The takbir referred to by the members

19 Do'às sung at this occasion are so called supererogatory supplications, do'à-ye
nafl, such as do'à-ye mostahabbat or recitations of Sura Naml or the end of Sura
Baqare.

20 Salavàt is the plural form of salàt, meaning literally prayer.
21 In this context redemption refers to the return of Imam Mahdi. It is note-

worthy that this final phrase, wa 'ajjal farajahu (and hasten the redemption), is added
to the salavàt in the present mosque. Yann Richard has suggested to me that this
may indicate that some Hojjatiye tendencies have subsisted in the community. The
Hojjatiye was originally a society established in order to get rid of the Bahà"i-move-
ment. Members of the Hojjatiye were not entirely pleased with the Islamic Republic
at the beginning but did not want to directly oppose Khomeyni. By adding phrases
such as “Mahdi bià!” (Mahdi come!) to their slogans they would stress their impa-
tience for the return of the Mahdi and in a way ridicule Khomeynist slogans such
as “tà enqelàb-e Mahdi Khomeyni-rà negahdàr!” (until the Mahdi’s revolution, keep
Khomeyni alive).
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of the congregation of this and other contemporary Iranian mosques

is, however, an amply extended version of the formula usually asso-

ciated with the term.22 The rhyme is a mix of traditional Islamic

exclamations, revolutionary slogans and more recent statements of

political endorsement not least a series of death to-shouts cursing the

United States, Israel and the United Kingdom.23 According to some

of the people in the mosque, the present version of the rhyme was

first used at the time of Khomeyni’s last days of illness, and then as

a manifestation of popular support for him. Today the words of the

rhyme vary from mosque to mosque and from time to time. In most

mosques, because of the rhyme’s political character, it is unlikely to

be utilised in everyday prayer meetings as it is used in the mosque

of the present study. In the majority of mosques, “death to America”-

shouts and other obvious political slogans are only likely to be heard

in connection with explicitly political meetings, such as anniversaries

of revolutionary events and some Friday prayers.

The marg bar (death to) shout has, however, become classic in

Iranian revolutionary discourse. Since before the revolution, it has

been the number one mantra of demonstrations, riots and manifes-

tations of political support for whatever side or organisation. The

“death to England”-phrase of the present takbir was, allegedly, added

to the rhyme in connection with the conflict between Iran and Great

Britain caused by the Salman Rushdie-affair at the beginning of the

1990’s. The phrase then superseded the shout of “Death to the USSR!”,

which was withdrawn because of the disintegration of the Soviet

Union. When asked, both 'olamà and laymen are eager to stress that

the “death to . . .”-shouts are only to be understood metaphorically

and as applying to the governments and not the peoples of the coun-

tries thus being condemned. Some of the community members, how-

ever, doubted whether this was really the case with Israel and drew

the conclusion that in the case of the Zionist state the shouts prob-

ably also concern the population.

Although propagation authorities certainly have made much effort

to support and create slogans of this sort, no author in particular

can be distinguished as having composed the takbir. Rather it is, as

22 Takbir (from the Arabic root k-b-r as in akbar) means glorification of God by
pronouncing Allàho akbar (God is greater).

23 A transliteration of rhyme and further discussed about it is included in chapter 5.
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already mentioned, a medley of different slogans and exclamations.

In the case of a particular mosque, there are social, hierarchic and

political structures, which regulate what phrases are possible to

exclaim. This becomes especially obvious as the words of the rhyme

vary in accordance with the political profile of the different mosques

using it. Thus reformist congregations in Esfahàn may, if they are

at all using the rhyme, include a phrase calling upon God to bless

Khàtami, whereas the rhyme of the present mosque does not men-

tion the president at all but clearly stresses support for the supreme

leader.

Other Activities

A major source for the analysis of this study as well as an impor-

tant aspect of the everyday life in the mosque are the weekly lec-

tures given by the Ayatollàh on Thursday nights and on some other

special occasions. These lectures concern matters of ethics, society,

politics and theology and, as mentioned above, occasionally gather

about a thousand listeners.

Classes for Koran reading are given in the mosque on Friday

nights. The classes are open to anyone and regularly attract around

fifty active and one hundred passive participants of which approxi-

mately 20 per cent are women. The teacher is a distinguished Esfahàni

Koran reciter. The grand Ayatollàh usually stays a while to attend

the first minutes of the class. Tea and biscuits are served as the

teacher’s anecdotes elucidating the greatness of the Koran are inter-

spersed with spontaneous reading by the girls, boys and men of the

congregation.24

The piety of Twelver Shi'ism comprises a rich tradition of vari-

ous forms of prayer.25 These can be divided into several categories,

which are all represented in the weekly program of the mosque.

Recitation of the Koran is one of the most highly esteemed religious

services in all forms of Islam, including the Twelver Shi'ism of Iran.

To be able to recite the Koran beautifully or to know much or all

of it by heart is considered very prestigious for various reasons that

24 Women, despite their presence, never recite in the class.
25 For a thorough presentation of these various forms see, Thaiss 1973: 192–212,

for a concise presentation see, Thaiss 1972: 352–358. 
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will not be discussed further here. In the mosque the Koran is often

recited before or between other forms of prayer activities. Usually

the reciters are especially gifted Koran readers from the congrega-

tion, frequently young boys.

Maybe the most characteristic prayer genre of Shi'ite piety is the

affectionate rendering of tragic events known as mosibat (tragedy).

The events spoken about are exclusively sorrowful occasions in the

lives of the Ahl-e beyt26 of which Imam Hoseyn’s martyrdom at Karbalà,
by far, is the most commonly retold. The rendering of mosibat is

an advanced proficiency mastered by 'olamà and laymen. The sto-

ries, well known to all listeners, must be expressed in a mournful

and emotionally arousing manner. Verses of poetry are often mixed

with the exposition of the stories and the voice of the speaker is

preferably trembling with grief as it both speaks and sings its words

of tragedy. The rendering is usually mixed with exclamations of

prayer and devotion and on certain occasions also with comments,

which refer to the current political or social situation of the listen-

ers. It is common that the people who listen hide their heads in

their hands, cry, groan or beat their chests and foreheads as signs

of lamentation. Tragedies are retold in religious meetings especially

designed for this purpose, the rowze, in connection to recitation of

other supplications, after sermons or in reading sessions. At the

mosque, small-scale performances of the prayer genre can be expe-

rienced every night and on a large scale every Thursday night and

on special holidays.

Thursday night, or shab-e jom'e (Friday eve) as it is referred to in

Persian, is of particular religious importance in the beliefs of Iranian

Shi'ites. It is, alongside with Fridays, considered especially beneficial

for all sorts of religious activity and is, for example, chosen for many

Iranian weddings. Thursday nights are also the time for the recita-

tion of the vastly popular litany Do'à-ye Komeyl (Komeyl’s supplica-

tion), which is an Arabic prayer, allegedly composed by 'Ali ebn Abi

Tàleb on the advice of Khezr.27 The supplication is a prayer for the

26 Ahl-e beyt (Arabic: Ahl al-beyt) “The people of the household” denotes the fam-
ily members and descendants of the Prophet, in the Twelver context mainly Fàteme
and the twelve Imams.

27 Khezr is a prophet, allegedly contemporary to Musà (Moses), believed to be
kept alive by God until the day of resurrection. Khezr is also of some importance
in the historiography of many Sufi tariqes. 
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forgiving of sins and can be found today in a massive Shi'ite col-

lection of supplications called Mafàtih ol-jenàn. Many other important

supplications are included in this collection as well. Of these, only

two are especially important and frequently recited by the believers

focused on in this study: Do'à-ye Nodbe (The supplication of lamen-

tation), which is recited on Friday mornings, and Do'à-ye Tavassol
(The supplication of resort), which is recited on Tuesday nights.28

Both of these are usually extended with rendering of tragedy and,

even though the place of their recitation is always announced, nei-

ther of them are regularly recited in the mosque itself.

The program on Thursday nights is the one weekly occasion that

attracts most people to the mosque. After the evening prayer, which

is said in the usual manner as has been described above, there is

usually about half an hour of Koran recitation before the lecture—

the main attraction of the night—starts. The lecture (sokhanràn) is

given by the grand Ayatollàh and always ends with the rendering

of some tragedy. After this, the whole session is ended with a com-

mon prayer for the leaders and authorities of the Islamic Republic

and the local community, before most of the worshippers who have

attended the session leave the mosque. Those who stay after this

gather in the front of the courtyard (meydàn), the lights are dimmed

and the recitation of Do'à-ye Komeyl begins. Who the reciters are,

varies from time to time. On special occasions some highly esteemed

'àlem may be invited, but usually it is one of the community’s young

tollàb. If the reciter is skilled, the reading and the retelling of mosi-
bat often manage to engender a feeling of sorrow and religious bliss.

The recitation usually goes on for about an hour.

On special holidays the ordinary program of the mosque is

changed.29 There are several memorial holidays in the Shi'ite cal-
endar and on these occasions the mosque is cleaned and decorated

with religious pictures and quotations from the Koran stitched upon

specially made cloth. Sometimes the location of the everyday prayer

is also moved to a different place in the mosque on these occasions.

28 These supplications are included in the famous Shi'ite prayer-collection known
as Mafàtih ol-jenàn. See, Mafàtih ol-jenàn (no date).

29 The field trips for this study once coincided with the 'àshurà and once Shahàdat-e
Hazrat-e Fàteme Zahrà. That is the holiday in remembrance of the martyrdom of
Fàteme Zahrà.
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During bigger holidays, like the months of Moharram and Ramazàn,

there is a special program in the mosque every night. After the

evening prayers then, parts of the congregation stay and listen to

sermons and renderings of mosibat, which are delivered by some spe-

cially invited 'olamà. Sometimes food is also served after the final

prayer.

Besides the ritual activities, the mosque runs a small business of

cassette and book distribution. There is a small bookshop in the

mosque itself that is open on Thursday nights where members of

the congregation, as well as more irregular visitors, can buy religious

books, cassettes and posters. The books offered for sale are mostly

modern Iranian writings on Islam. Distribution of religious cassettes

is a veritable industry in Iran. Every neighbourhood has its own cas-

sette shop where recordings of sermons, lectures, prayer recitations

and Koran reading can be bought at a cheap price. Since cassettes

are sold in accordance with the demand of the customers, only

speeches and recitations of famous religious leaders are generally

available.

Authorities

The mosque is administered by a group of volunteers referred to as

hey"at-e modire (assembly of administration). Among other things, this

group is responsible for managing the economy, making arrange-

ments with volunteers and employed workers, organising food dis-

tribution, inviting external 'olamà and decorating the mosque with

placards. They have an office in the mosque that is manned every

night during evening prayers. There are also some retired bazaar

merchants who help run the community

Regarding the financing of the mosque, the members of the com-

munity frequently say that the economic resources have come as a

miraculous gift from God. However, there is also a system of vol-

untary donation from the members of the community. Special boxes

for contributions can be found in the mosque. There is also a cus-

tom of putting small notes on top of a saintly grave, which is located

nearby. Bàzàris are exempt from ordinary taxes in Iran. Instead some

of them pay the religious tax of khoms to religious institutions and

authorities. In Shi'ite law, the khoms, meaning “a fifth” of saved extra

money, is meant to be spent on the Prophet, his family, orphans,

needy and travellers. Half the khoms is supposed to be the share of
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the Imam. In the absence of an Imam the individuals pay this to

their marja'-e taqlid instead. These donations also provide financing

for part of the activities in the mosque.

The chosen congregation, like all Iranian congregations, is loosely

structured and not officially organised in accordance with any pro-

nounced hierarchy. Hence there is no explicit leader or group that

controls or regulates the activities of the mosque.30 Nevertheless, there

is an apparent hierarchy based on subtle social structures and the

traditional Twelver Shi'ite organisation of society. The foremost

authority in all senses is the grand Ayatollàh (hereafter referred to

as “the Ayatollàh”). His authority is symbolically attested through

the fact that he leads the evening prayer every night31 and it is also

tangibly consolidated through the khoms paid to his office by his fol-

lowers. The popularity of the Ayatollàh is probably due to several

reasons. His distinguished scholarly ranking and palpable charisma

combined with the simplicity of his life style has earned him a rep-

utation of being a man with great barakat (blessing, power of sanc-

tity). By his followers he is, moreover, treated as a man possessing

extraordinary powers. Wherever he moves, a group of eager young

men will gather around him, kiss his hand, protect him and ask for

his blessings. Through the Ayatollàh, the mosque also gains its polit-

ical profile. Although the mosque, through its bazaar character and

central role in the revolution, had a clear conservative reputation

before the Ayatollàh came there, his explicit political position has

made its conservative profile all the more undeniable.

Unlike the Ayatollàh, the taciturn neighbourhood 'àlem who leads

the morning and midday prayers obtains his authority from his kin-

ship to a local saint buried adjoining the mosque. His significant

role in the activities of the sanctuary is thus an example of belief in

inheritable barakat and ought to be seen as a more popular form of

Shi'ite attribution of authority. Remarkably enough, this form does

30 This lack of pronounced authority is elucidated by the inability of the mem-
bers of the congregation to answer the question whom I should ask whether the
fieldwork of the present study was allowed to be carried out in the mosque or not.
The answers to that question was usually that “there is no one authority here to
ask! You will have to ask everyone or no one at all, for me it is perfectly alright
though”.

31 In Shi'ite tradition a Muslim is not supposed to say his or her prayer stand-
ing behind someone whose authority she or he does not affirm.
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not seem to clash with the official one (that is attributed to the

Ayatollàh) in the setting of the present study. The neighbourhood

'àlem began studying theology as an adult at one of the numerous

madreses in the city. His marja'-e taqlid was Ayatollàh Khu"i and later

Khu"i’s successor Ayatollàh Sistàni in Najaf. Before and during his

studies he worked in different factories and only after his retirement

some years before the period of this study was he able to commit

himself to work in the mosque.

Other 'olamà who preach or recite are invited from different places

by the mosque administration. When I have asked them they say

they work free of charge and that they see their work as an act of

religious merit. The mo"azzen of the mosque, whose azàn32 is heard

from the loudspeakers before every prayer, enjoys special respect in

the congregation and is also a regular performer of mosibat.
While discussing the different positions of authority in an Iranian

mosque, it is of great importance to mention the vaguely defined

group of people referred to as basij (mobilisers).33 In the Islamic

Republic the term refers mainly to members of an organisation called

niru-ye moqàvemat-e basij (the mobilising force of resistance), which is

a military and cultural association of Islamist volunteers headed

directly by the supreme leader of the revolution. The organisation

was of special importance during the Iran-Iraq war as an adminis-

trator of volunteers for the front and it has kept its prestigious role

in society as a cultural and semi-military home guard movement.

Today the members of the organisation function as helpers in edu-

cational and health care campaigns and work as occasional vigilantes

of Islamic morality. The Basij are believed by the community mem-

bers to be honourable, pious and loyal to the Islamic revolution and

its leaders. They are recruited from mosques, schools and universi-

ties and are usually young men between 15 and 25 years of age.

To become a basij is beneficial in the Islamic Republic. The basij
organisation has its separate sports grounds and meeting places and

its members are favoured by the authorities and constantly praised

in media as well as in sermons by religious and political leaders.

32 Azàn means call to prayer.
33 Basijidan, to mobilise, is originally a Persian verb. Significantly, however, some

of the informants are unaware of this and claim that the name of their organisa-
tion is a loan from the English word besiege. 
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The organisation is, furthermore, intimately connected to the revo-

lutionary army-guard known as sepàh, which administrates the dis-

tribution of basij identity cards and through the sepàh, basij may be

given access to weapons.34

Among active, conservative Muslims in the present community,

however, the meaning of the term basij has shifted so that the word

has also become a general term for an actively pious and good

Muslim. Thus some of the members in the community answered, if

asked, that they were basij even if they did not take part in any

activities of the organisation with this name. Because of the vague

definition of the word and the secluded character of the official

organisation, it is very difficult to estimate the number of proper

basij found in the mosque. The people I have asked have tended to

answer vaguely that there are many of them. Specific figures are not

available, but a prudent estimation would be that about 20 per cent

of the regular male visitors in the mosque are associated with the

official basij organisation. There are frequent informal basij gather-

ings in the mosque.

Although the levels of authority, as has been mentioned above,

are not always officially established, they are easily distinguishable

among the members of the congregation. For instance, by observ-

ing the clothes and the physical appearance of various authorities

one can get a picture of this. The official dress of Shi'ite 'olamà, with

its characteristic robe, slippers and turban, is an attire of authority.

Laymen seyyeds sometimes wear green attire that mark their con-

nection to the family of the prophet whereas seyyed 'olamà always

mark their status by wearing a black turban instead of the usual

white. Among the lay members of the congregation, religious and

political ambition is, furthermore, communicated by the choice of

clothes and hairstyles. Young men who see themselves as basij are
likely to have the stereotypical Iranian conservative Islamist-look.

This is characterised by a decent haircut, a well-trimmed beard, a

white, tightly buttoned, shirt worn over a pair of dark, clean trousers,

a silver ring and a casually held tasbih (rosary). Most basij in the

community are dressed more or less like this. A beard is generally

considered to be one of the main signs of piety and cleanly shaved

34 For further discussion on the basij, see khosrokhavar 1995.
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men are a very rare sight in the mosque. Among all social layers,

furthermore, a darker spot on the forehead, caused by the regular

pressing of it against the mohr (prayer stone) during namàz, is con-

sidered prestigious.

Political Tension

The political tensions between conservatives and reformist groups

among people as well as in the establishment became more appar-

ent in Iran after the election of President Khàtami in May 1997. In

everyday life people were constantly reminded of it. The changing

habits of young people, such as wearing a less strict Islamic dress

or playing pop music on car stereos, were seen as positive signs of

liberation for those practising them and as disrespectful provocations

by more traditionally minded. On a more official level the closing

down of liberal newspapers35 and student demonstrations in favour

of Khàtami’s reforms were signs of the political tensions.

The mosques of Iran, like many other institutions, are divided

according to the political camps. The political profile of a mosque

is generally distinguishable through its main leader’s line of policy.

Thus the varying ideologies of the Ayatollàh at the chosen mosque

and the prominent leaders of neighbouring mosques contribute to a

clear political tension between the different Islamic authorities of the

city. For instance, this tension prevents many believers belonging to

the present community, as well as the Ayatollàh himself, from going

to the Friday prayers. Ayatollàh Tàheri, who was the Friday Imam

of Esfahàn during the scope of this study, had a clear reformist

profile. This was enough to keep the followers of the mosque’s

Ayatollàh from saying Friday prayers in a public mosque, as is the

usual custom.

Another manifestation of the differences between the different

mosques was the use of the takbir that has been mentioned above.

In the Friday mosque of Masjed-e Emàm, where Tàheri gives his

sermons, the rhyme was rarely used at all, but if it was used the

“death to”-shouts would be omitted and the name “Khàtami delàvar”
(Khàtami the brave) would be added to the name of Khàmene’i in

request for God’s mercy, which was clearly a political statement.

35 Such as the liberal Teherani newspaper Salàm which was closed down in July
1999.
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Ayatollàh Tàheri did also explicitly defy the recitation of the more

violent takbir.36

The conflict in contemporary Iran, then, was and is a conflict

which penetrates both the society in general and the religious Islamic

community in particular. It is important to bear in mind that there

is a certain double standard in the informants’ and the community’s

position in this conflict. On the one hand, they are loyal support-

ers of the supreme leader, who represents the central political power

in the country. On the other hand, however, they are socially and

economically marginalised. The ideals of the revolution are publicly

questioned more and more and in everyday life the views and prac-

tices of the informants appear increasingly obsolete. Therefore, the

stories of the informants and their community will not only, as one

could have expected, be the tale of a group boosted by its own

authority. It will also, as the reader will notice, be the story of a

community where power is threatened and of a group of economi-

cally weak individuals who constantly struggle against the risk of

poverty and marginalisation at the fringe of society.

Material

The material upon which the analysis and the conclusions of the

present study are based was gathered during four field trips between

August 1999 and May 2002.37 The choice of material is thought to

reflect a complex and varied range of experience, which the infor-

mants have expressed during this period. Basically there are two cat-

egories of data: the official material, which reflects official and

canonical understanding in the mosque, for example recorded ser-

mons; and the informant material, which reflects self-referential inter-

pretations and the experiences of the informants, mainly interviews.

The limitations of my material are set by the temporal bound-

aries of my field trips and, as far as the official material is con-

cerned, also the spatial boundaries of the mosque.38 Generally, the

36 Ayatollàh Tàheri, August 19th, 1999.
37 The four field trips were carried out on the following occasions: August–September

1999; April–May 2000; May–June 2001 and April–May 2002.
38 To certain extent, however, I have also been able to acquire recordings of lec-

tures that have been delivered at times when I have not been present. These have
been included in the material.
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ambition has been to include all recordable activities that took place

in the mosque during my stay in the material. For various reasons

it has not been possible to live up to this ambition completely, but

it has remained my aim throughout the study.

Official Material

The official material can be divided into three main categories. The

first is the lectures. Every Thursday night, after the evening prayers,

the grand Ayatollàh of the mosque gives a lecture (sokhanràn) to the

people gathered there. Using examples from Islamic literature, he

gives advice concerning matters of family life, religious activity,

financial problems et cetera. Usually the lectures end with the ren-

dering of a tragic story. In connection to holidays other 'olamà are

sometimes invited to lecture in the mosque. In this study the lec-

tures constitute the main source of the official viewpoint of the com-

munity, its theology, ideology and ethics. There are in total 31 lectures

in the material.

The second category is the lamentations. With this term I refer

to the various forms of sorrow gatherings in the mosque, usually spe-

cial prayer recitations or so-called rowze gatherings. Altogether 46

lamentations are included in the material. 28 of these were held in

connection with lectures. The rest are rowze or Do'à-ye Komeyl meet-

ings. Do'à-ye Komeyl is an Arabic prayer, which is recited every

Thursday night and usually mixed with Persian comments and the

telling of tragedies (mosibat).
Visual material constitutes the third category of the official mate-

rial. Photographs of pictures, placards, posters and graffiti found in

and around the mosque make up this material. They serve both as

an additional source to the official viewpoint of the community. The

graffiti is mainly used as one of the few sources of dissident opin-

ions within the neighbourhood and the religious community.

Informant Material

The informant material consists mainly of interviews. I have made

both structured interviews, which have been recorded, transcribed

and translated, and unstructured interviews, which have been car-

ried out as casual conversations and written down as soon as possi-

ble afterwards. Mainly due to the sensitive character of the subject,

the latter form has been predominant. In the late stages of the study
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it became possible to make structured interviews more frequently,

but in the beginning the presence of the tape recorder and the for-

mality of the situation often influenced the conversation and made

it become more of a formal discussion on the dogmas of Islam than

a personal conversation.

Another source of great importance is my field notebook. Much

of what is said about the informants has initially been formulated

here. It consists of a chaotic variety of notes about my thoughts,

observations, spontaneous ideas, fragments of analysis and daily jour-

nal entries that were continuously written down during the fieldworks.

The notebook has also been an important tool for keeping track of

my own changing attitudes towards the informants and the com-

munity and is a primary source of the introspective part of the

research process.
The informants were chosen because of their connection to the

mosque. When the first fieldwork of this study was carried out, they

were all active and zealous members of the mosque community. As

the years have passed, however, this has changed but I have cho-

sen to follow them anyway and thus to transgress the spatial bound-

aries stipulated for the official material of the study. The informants

are exclusively men. To get in touch with women participating in

the activities of the mosque was impossible due to the gender roles

in the religious Iranian society. For complimentary information regard-

ing women, I can only refer to similar studies made by female

researchers.39

During my visits at the mosque, many people voluntarily con-

tacted me and expressed a willingness to be interviewed. The num-

ber of people who approached me in this way constantly increased.

From an attitude of friendly abstinence that dominated at the begin-

ning of my stay a confidence and interest gradually took over until

an almost joyful willingness to be interviewed and written about in

my notebook became predominant.

I estimate that there are about a hundred persons connected to

the mosque whom I have met regularly during my fieldwork. Among

these there are a few 'olamà and a few dozen bazaar-merchants who

make up the core-group of the mosque. Several dozen tollàb40 at

39 See, for instance: Kamalkhani 1996, Friedl 1989 and Friedl and Afkhami 1994.
40 Sing. tàleb, student at a madrese.
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nearby religious schools, a handful of people who do not belong to

any of these categories, people who come to the mosque to pray

but usually live their lives outside the religiously dominated world

of the bazaar and the religious schools are also included. The com-

munity members are of different ages and backgrounds.
My choice of informants was brought about through the so-called

snowball effect, i.e. a gradual extension of my social network within

the mosque. Among the extensive group of people, whom I got to

know during my first weeks in the community, the five major infor-

mants were chosen. These five have been interviewed in greater

depth than the others and during my visits to Iran I spent as much

time with them as possible. They are also the ones I consider to be

my closest friends among the informants. Although I have had the

ambition to find persons who represent different groups in the mosque,

I primarily chose individuals whom I found it easy to talk to and

be with. This method is reflected in the selection of my main infor-

mants, who are all approximately of my age and civil status. Four

of them are also students, either at university colleges or at religious

schools.

There is much to say about the process of finding a place within

a community. I have noted that a correct understanding of the social

structures within a community can be very helpful in finding the

social gatekeepers who, through their status, are socially capable of

making an outsider welcome within a community. In the case of this

mosque, young men of religious knowledge and prestige were often

such gatekeepers. Luckily, such men were also often the ones who

sought contact with me and, after being convinced about my good

intentions, enabled me to get a reasonably natural place in the every-

day life of the mosque.

My experience is that there is no problem to get in touch with

people or even to start a serious conversation on religious matters.

There is, however, a common procedure through which the estab-

lishment of new social contacts takes place. During my fieldwork

almost all acquaintances have begun with a conversation in which

the informant describes the benefits and beauties of Islam and invites

me to become a Muslim. Frequently the acquaintance also ends at

this stage, but, if more time is given and friendship is allowed to

develop, the notion of propagation usually fades away and gives place

to more sincere and personal topics of conversation. Because of its

frequency, I have come to see the initial propagation of new acquain-
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tances as an inevitable phase, which I will have to go through as I

get to know every new informant. To try to get in touch with

Westerners is a sensitive and sometimes risky thing to do in the

Islamic Republic. It is seen as an expression of interest in western

culture and is not approved of by some authorities. If it is done for

the sake of propagating Islam, however, it is likely to be seen as less

controversial. For this reason, the informants’ inclination to initiate

conversation through Islamic propagation could also be understood

as one of the few safe ways for them to approach foreigners and

thus possibly also as an expression of their political anxiety.
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CHAPTER THREE

EMBODYING VIRTUE

Virtue is to avoid what my carnal soul desires
'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002

Through out my stay in Esfahàn one of the strongest impressions

has remained the thoroughness with which many of my informants

have endeavoured to practice their religion. Throughout the days

and the late nights that I have spent talking, travelling, eating, cry-

ing and laughing with Mohammad Mahdi, 'Ali Bakhtiàri and the

others, I have not once had the feeling that Islam was put aside.

There have been jokes and playfulness, of course, and sometimes

even hints of irony. But I have always had the feeling that their

solemn, all-encompassing religion has been there as a framework

enclosing every thought and each activity: there might be someone’s

casual fiddling with a rosary, the background sound of a broadcast

prayer meeting, or just the silent knowledge that certain topics can-

not be laughed about. To me, the informants’ persistency in these

matters has been a cause for admiration, fascination and annoyance.

I have often been impressed by their ability to implement the notion

of a coherent way of living in their own daily lives and I have been

sincerely moved by the strength of faith that I have witnessed. But

I have also occasionally been frustrated, not to say irritated, with

the impenetrable situation as my fumbling requests for “some loos-

ening up” have passed disturbingly unnoticed. Since this impression

is so predominant, it has occurred to me that the thoroughness of

my informants’ religious orientation may be crucial for the under-

standing of them, the form of Islam that they represent and what

it means to them. This following chapter deals with these issues.

So far I have presented the context in which the ritual life of the

informants takes place. The purpose of this chapter is to show how

the message of virtue that is conveyed by the mosque authorities is

construed and used by the informants. I want to show how they

have reasoned about the Islamic ideals in our discussions and how

these affect their everyday lives. By doing this, I want to show what 



it means to live Islam in the individual cases of my informants. By

living Islam I mean to practice the rituals and follow the rules of

Islamic tradition but also to make it the guideline of one’s thoughts

and feelings.

Theoretically, I have chosen to connect the informants’ practice

of Islam to a discussion on culture and body. I will argue that being

Muslim, as my informants understand it, is to embody the ideal state

of virtue which is preached by the community authorities. From my

outsider perspective I construe this practised Islam as originating not

only from the official ideology but also from the bodily experiences

of the informants themselves. In this way Islam, as experienced by

the informants, is the conglomeration of a culturally conveyed inter-

pretation of life with physical experiences that take place in the body

of the individual. The informants’ manner of living Islam originates

both from their own experience and from the teachings of the lec-

tures and lamentations.

The chapter is divided into three sections. In the first of these, I

present the theoretical background which I see as the point of depar-

ture in my analysis. In the second, I present two of my informants,

'Ali Bakhtiàri and Mohammad Mahdi. I focus on their understand-

ing and definition of Islam and virtue as expressed in our talks. In

this section I will also make some general remarks concerning the

informants’ views concerning the opposite sex. Finally, in the third

section I present of a few different aspects of the informants’ life

styles, which is intended to elucidate the way they practice Islam

and protect their virtue.

The Body and Embodiment—A Theoretical Background

Lately, much research has focused upon the body. Apart from the

history of religions, theories on the body and embodiment have

become increasingly prevalent since the mid-1980’s within the fields

of history, anthropology, ethnology, sociology, psychology, ritual

studies and, in particular, gender studies.1 Although these recent the-

ories display a great variety of understanding and definitions of the

1 Csordas 1994: 1; Lyon and Barbalet 1994: 49.
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body, it may be said that they share the fundamental feature of

viewing the body not as a fixed biological entity, but as something

that is changeable and bound to its historical and cultural context.2

The body, it is generally considered, is no longer “a constant amidst

flux but an epitome of that flux itself ”.3

The reasons for this focus upon the body are many. To begin

with, it may be argued that the emergence of post-structuralism has

brought a questioning of the long-established dichotomisation of mind

and body. Tracing its roots back to the heritage of Descartes, such

a dichotomy relates to a more universal dualism in which culture is

seen as opposed to nature and where the first is seen as superior to

the latter.4 The recent focus on body in academic circles is undoubt-

edly related to the explicit body-consciousness in the secular and

materialist parts of western society.5 To begin with, the secular denial

of transcendent reality has arguably led to a new perception of the

body as the singular unit of a human being. Moreover, it has been

argued that progress in medical technology, the fitness culture and

other recent changes towards individualism in western society have

brought about a relativisation of biology in which the body has been

transformed from object to agent.6 In other words, the perception

of body is changing in western society. From having been seen as

an unchanging entity, it is now more and more understood as a

means toward fulfilling the desires of the individual.7

Through his studies on the history of different social institutions,

Michel Foucault initiated a wave of research in this field in the late

1970’s and early 80’s.8 Foucault presented the body as an outcome

of different social processes and showed how it has been transformed

through history in close interaction with societal structures related

to authority. In Foucault’s view, the power of society is inscribed on

the body, which is completely dependent upon the cultural context

of its surroundings.9 Norbert Elias was another pioneer of scholarly

2 See, for instance, Feher 1989.
3 Frank 1991: 40.
4 Csordas 1994: 7–9; Leder 1990. 
5 Martin 1992: 121.
6 Csordas 1994: 3.
7 Csordas 1994: 2.
8 Foucault 1979 and 1980a.
9 Lyon and Barbalet 1994: 49.
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research on the body as a cultural construct. As Foucault’s con-

temporary he discussed various attitudes towards bodily functions,

such as sexuality, eating and spitting, to showing how bodies change

because of the social processes they go through.10

In his Outline of a Theory of Practice11 and other works,12 Pierre

Bourdieu has made some theoretical contributions that have been

much used in discussions on the body. Like Foucault, Bourdieu argues

that the supraindividual structures of a society are lived in different

ways in the individual experience of human beings. Habitus is the

name he gives this internalised superstructure.13 This is not the place

to elaborate on the terminology14 that Bourdieu introduces to des-

ignate the intricate processes through which this happens.15 What is

significant for this presentation instead is the emphasis Bourdieu gives

to the comprehensive character of habitus. This, he suggests, is not

something that the individual has, but rather what the individual is.
It is not an individual’s conscious comprehension of reality but some-

thing which is learned by the body and that subconsciously and inex-

pressibly exists through the body.16 Since habitus is intimately connected

to economic and social class in Bourdieu’s thinking17 this means that

the individual, on all levels, basically is that which she has been

ascribed to be by her circumstances.

It is hard to overestimate the academic achievements of the men-

tioned scholars or to overestimate their importance for our under-

standing of humanity. Yet their theories have been criticised and

further developed both by themselves and by others. Bourdieu’s the-

ory from the 1970’s, for instance, has been criticised for being an

expression of socio-economic determinism. It has been argued that

there are examples of cultural contexts where social formations do

not simply reflect socio-economic structures as Bourdieu claims.18

10 Elias 1978.
11 Bourdieu 1977a.
12 See, for instance, Bourdieu 1977b, 1980 and 1991.
13 Mahmood 2001a: 837.
14 Gregory Starrett, for instance, defines embodiment of ideology in habit (hexis)

as “a set of processes through which individuals and groups consciously ascribe
meaning to . . . bodily disposition, and establish, maintain, and contest publicly its
political valence”. Starrett 1995: 954. 

15 Bourdieu 1977a, 1980.
16 Bourdieu 1980: 73.
17 Bourdieu 1977a: 83.
18 Foucault 1988a, 1988b; Rose 1997.



Furthermore, there are human beings who seem to break away from

their socially determined destiny; and, what may be more significant,

there is a reflection upon self among individuals and conscious

discourses of understanding of self as well as explicit pedagogical

strategies19 among religious and other groups.20 All these things, it

has been argued, indicate that Bourdieu’s understanding of habitus,

however important, needs adding to in order to correspond more

thoroughly to the various aspects of human culture. When it comes

to the perception of the body, Foucault, Elias and Bourdieu have

been criticised for seeing the body too much as a passive receiver

of social processes.21 The body, it has been argued, is more than

just a object of external forces, and therefore, the theories need to

be altered so that the body is seen as an agent as much as an object.

Other scholars have continued in the footsteps of Bourdieu and

Foucault. Building on previous theories, they have brought about a

development of body-theorising that is both a continuation of and

an objection to post-structuralism. It is a continuation because it

aims at deconstructing borders between culture and body, and an

objection since it objects to seeing everything as language or text.

The theorists ascertain that human beings experience things that are

not language but body.22 Emotions, for instance, are held in the body

and the body constantly interacts with the social and psychological

circumstances of the individual. It feels, resists and reacts in ways

that trigger action.23 To see the body as a passive receiver of cul-

ture is therefore one-sided. To a certain extent the body is a recip-

ient, but it is also an agent.24 A premature understanding that studies

of body by necessity bring the student further away from culture is

therefore questionable.25 Body is not some tabula rasa upon which

culture is inscribed but an active part in the construction of culture.

If one sees it the other way around: culture is linked to the indi-

vidual even in his or her body.26 However, it needs to be mentioned

19 Cantwell 1999.
20 Starrett 1995: 963.
21 Lyon and Barbalet 1994: 50.
22 Jenkins and Valiante 1994: 176.
23 Jenkins and Valiante 1994: 164.
24 Lyon and Barbalet 1994: 62.
25 Jenkins and Valiante 1994: 164. 
26 Lyon and Barbalet 1994: 62.
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that there are certain scholars who have recently argued that the

mind-body dualism, which so many other theorists have struggled to

outgrow is present everywhere in the human understanding of self.27

Such a notion somewhat challenges the understanding of the above

presented scholars. It will not be further dealt with here.

Instead, the single term that stands out as the core concept of the

understanding I have chosen is embodiment. The theorists I refer to

here have a comprehensive definition of this concept. The body is

defined as a biological and material entity,28 whereas embodiment is

understood as the manner in which human beings relate to reality.

In other words it is the existential foundation of culture and self.29

Embodiment is not a process of putting culture or mind into a body

that is objectified and thing-like,30 but rather, in the words of Thomas

Csordas, “an indeterminate methodological field defined by percep-

tual experience and mode of presence and engagement in the world”.31

There have been several consequences of this view in the study

of western and non-western cultures. To begin with, general discus-

sions on questions such as whether there is a distinction between

mind and body or how culture is embodied have been intensified.

The emphasis on body has brought about a whole new set of ques-

tions and fields of interest to explore. To begin with, the function

and interpretation of actual bodily practices, processes, parts and

products in culture have been focused on.32 What does the body

actually do in a ceremonial performance? How do people symboli-

cally construe giving birth to a child or going through an abortion?33

What is the role of blood or semen in ritual? Questions such as

these have placed the understanding of how the body is seen, used

and felt on the scholarly agenda. Furthermore, the body in relation

to specific domains of culture, such as politics, religion or gender,

has become a relevant field of study. Here, many scholars have cho-

sen to deal with notions of multiple bodies. Following the pioneer-

ing works of Mary Douglas in the 1970’s,34 scholars have chosen to

27 See, for instance, Lambek 1998: 105.
28 Csordas 1994: 12.
29 Csordas 1994: i and 6.
30 Csordas 1994: 16; Ots 1994: 118. 
31 Csordas 1994: 12.
32 Csordas 1994: 4–5.
33 See, for instance, Svalastog 1998.
34 As early as in the 1970’s, Mary Douglas distinguished between social and phys-

ical body. Douglas 1973.
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speak about an individual, a social and a political body, respec-

tively.35 It is important to note that all these scholars take embodi-

ment for granted as a theoretical platform from which to approach

culture.36

In this and the following chapter, the concept of embodiment is

central to the way I choose to approach and interpret the religious

behaviour and experiences of my informants. I agree with Thomas

Csordas that embodiment can be understood as an existential con-

dition of human life and culture, and concur in the criticism of an

extensive social-constructionist view of culture and body. I have cho-

sen to apply this approach to my material for two reasons. Firstly,

because the individual stories of my informants reveal incitements

for religious activity that I can only perceive as caused by the body:

experiences of puberty, disease and sexual desire are a few exam-

ples. Secondly, because relieving emotions constitutes such a great

part of the informants’ ritual life. Sorrow and other emotions may

be the clearest evidence of the link between body and social world.37

Tears, for instance, are products of the body; yet they express cul-

ture too. Apparently, an emotion that is experienced in the body

and that causes the body to change cannot be understood without

a theoretical approach which notes the existence of body as an agent.

As I define it then, embodiment is a significant process in the for-

mation and interpretation of the human experience. As I see them,

human experiences are not just internalised social structures but may

also originate from the individual’s independent self, i.e. from his or

her body. Since cultural expressions both cause bodily reactions and

may be caused by bodily experience, the individual has to be

approached not only as an object but also as an agent in the con-

struction of culture. In the following I will exemplify this under-

standing by presenting and analysing the religious practices of my

informants.

Theorising Islam in Everyday Life

The concept of virtue, taqvà, has a paramount position in lives and

thoughts of the informants. I will now present the individual cases

35 Lock and Scheper-Hughes 1987.
36 Csordas 1994: 6.
37 Lyon and Barbalet 1994: 48. 



of 'Ali Bakhtiàri and Mohammad Mahdi. These two will serve as

examples of how Islam may be understood and practiced as a way

of life. I have chosen to use the noun theorise to denote their reflections

in these matters since I consider their insider formulation, structur-

ing and conceptualisation of what their religion is and does to be a

parallel of the scholarly theorising which is carried out and spoken

of elsewhere in this study.

There is a conscious and elaborate discourse on the role of reli-

gion in Islamic tradition. Throughout history theologians and jurispru-

dents have developed theories and teachings which concern what it

is to be Muslim and how Islam should be practiced in the life of

the individual.38 Although these theories are widespread and well

known by most religiously active Muslims, even on grass-roots level,

they have often been neglected in studies on contemporary popular

Islamic culture.39 In the material of the present study it is apparent

that the official Islamic ideas which are taught in the mosque influence

the views held by the informants in these matters. In the following

I will present and analyse the informants’ understanding of Islam as

a system and its role in their life. I will do so from certain premises.

Firstly, it is my view that the informants should be seen as partici-

pants in the general Islamic discourse and not merely as receivers

of it. The informants study and discuss religious matters among them-

selves and convey their thoughts to others. By doing this they actively

participate in the discourse and cannot be excluded from it in an

analysis. Secondly, I believe that religious behaviour can best be

understood through an analysis of the religious person’s own under-

standing of it. The informants’ views of their own religiosity is there-

fore crucial for my analytical comprehension of it. This is not only

because I want to approach religious experiences from the perspec-

tive of those who live it,40 but also because I think it is faulty to

only comprehend grass-roots religious activity as passive reception

and religiously regulated conduct as socially inflicted behaviour, which
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39 Saba Mahmood, for instance, points out that studies on the modern veiling-

movement in Egypt have been surprisingly unoccupied with the Islamic discourse
of virtue that the women themselves frame their veiling in. See Mahmood 2001b:
209. 

40 Here I am inspired by Catherine Lutz and Geoffrey White. See Lutz and
White 1986. 



restricts the individual. A religious way of life, I reckon, may also

be the tool of personal development that it is claimed to be by the

informants. To exclude such conclusions would be to impart ideas

to the material that simply are not there.41 However, this does not

mean that I believe I can present their version of things in some

unspoiled way. My ambition is only to make their communicated

understanding the base of my analysis.

The Case Of 'Ali Bakhtiàri

Among the informants, 'Ali Bakhtiàri may be the one who is most

eager to let Islam imbue his life in every single respect. Every time

I came to Esfahàn and met him again after a year of separation,

he spoke to me about the religious progress he had experienced since

the last time we met. It has seemed to me that his life circles around

a quest for religious and personal perfection. The years of his life

that are portrayed in this study reveal only a small section of that

struggle which had been going on for many years when I first met

'Ali in 1999 and which has continued since I drank the last glass

of tea in the modest hovel that is his home just before finishing my

final field trip in May 2002.

'Ali Bakhtiàri was born in the year of the Islamic revolution, and

was thus in his early twenties when I made the interviews for this

study. As his chosen name shows, he is a Bakhtiàri and he grew up

in one of the small Bakhtiàri villages found in the mountains of west-

ern Iran. The Bakhtiàris traditionally keep sheep and 'Ali comes

from a family of shepherds and farmers. He remembers his child-

hood as a time of great hardship. Being the oldest of eight children

'Ali worked at his father’s side from a young age and helped pro-

vide for the family during the difficult years of the war. He went to

elementary school in the neighbouring Bakhtiàri villages but later

had to move further away from home in order to continue his edu-

cation. Eventually he came to Esfahàn where he finished his high

school studies while surviving as a construction worker. When I first

met him in 1999, a year had passed since he was demobbed from

his military service. He had begun studying geography at one of the

university colleges in the Esfahàn area and still made a living as a

41 Here I am inspired by Saba Mahmood. Mahmood 2001a: 828–9. 
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construction worker and as an errand boy at a bank. He sent all

the money he could spare to his parents and seven brothers and sis-

ters in the village.

'Ali Bakhtiàri’s life-story is a tale of distress, maltreatment and

helplessness. He remembers his childhood as a period of constant

sorrow and suffering with much grief. When we first became

acquainted, he told me he was recovering from a long period of

depression. From in the early years of high school he had developed

what he himself describes as a sickness of the soul (bimàri-e ruh).42

For four years, 'Ali suffered from severe anxiety. He remembers that

during this time he could not function properly in society. He could

not focus on his studies; he wanted to be alone all the time; he felt

as if he had some problem with his heart and neck but doctors could

not find anything.43 Whatever the clinical diagnosis of his problem

might have been, 'Ali remembers this time as a period in his life

when everything was falling apart. On several occasions he told me

that he did not get any help in solving his problems. His parents

were illiterate and did not understand what was going on and his

teachers at school did not bother to help him either. 'Ali cried in

secret and did not reveal his suffering.44

The turning point came during his military service. Although being

a soldier for one and a half years was not an especially pleasant

experience, it was during this period that 'Ali became acquainted

with the Islamic life style that has characterised his life so thoroughly.

With solemnity 'Ali has told me about the bewildering moment when

things began to change:

When I begun my military service I was sick in my soul and I was
like that throughout my time in the army . . . During the concluding
part of the education, however, a tàleb from Qom came [to visit us].
He told us to read and contemplate twenty hadiths from the Prophet.
I wanted to read them and did so very quickly. For that I got leave
for five days and later also a promotion. One day there was a mollà
who said that some soldier had to give a speech on religious matters.
I, who never even opened my mouth in high school, volunteered to

42 This expression has connotations to classical Persian literature and is arguably
inspired by these.

43 'Ali Bakhtiàri, April 24th, 2000. 
44 'Ali Bakhtiàri, April 24th, 2000 and May 5th, 2002.
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do this and there I was, giving a speech to almost a thousand sol-
diers, or maybe five hundred. I spoke about Satan, about carnal desires,
about prayer.45

The speech marked the beginning of 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s new life. It

made him feel self-confident and good in a way he had not previ-

ously experienced. Since then his interest in religious matters has

become a predominant part of his life. He is a basij, a political activist

and a zealous follower of Islamic regulations. Throughout the time

of this study, 'Ali remained strongly committed to his religious life

style. When I last met him on the final field trip, he had recently

returned from a basij-get-together in Tehràn, where he had led a

group of Bakhtiàri-Islamists shouting slogans against Israel. He told

me he still sometimes had feelings of anxiety but nevertheless that

he felt things were improving day-by-day and that he was confident

that he would soon overcome even what was left of his old sickness

in the soul.46

In 2002, when I asked 'Ali to sum up the quintessence of Islam

as he saw it, he pondered a while on my question before defining

Islam as a threefold venture. Islam, he ascertained, is essentially “to

know the facts, to know oneself and to go to the horizons”.47 Although

this concise definition is formulated at the very end of the period

that is covered by this study, I believe it successfully summarises the

comprehension of Islam that 'Ali had tried to define for himself and

for me during the last couple of years. Therefore I will use it as the

basis for my presentation of his world view.

To 'Ali Bakhtiàri and to most of his fellow-believers, Islam is a

complete and comprehensive religion that covers all aspects of real-

ity. There is nothing whatsoever in this world or in any other world,

that Islam does not include in its system or have advice about.48 To

be aware of this and to comprehend the purpose and details of the

Islamic religion is “to know the facts”.

As the perfect and complete religion 'Ali believes that Islam also

provides the correct understanding of the meaning and goal of human

life and the proper methods to fulfil this goal. “The human soul”,

45 'Ali Bakhtiàri, April 24th, 2000.
46 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002. 
47 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
48 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001 and May 5th, 2002.
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'Ali tells me, “is really something strange, and to understand this

soul is really important and difficult”.49 Islam has the keys with which

to approach this difficult task and thus enables the individual to

know him- or herself. As 'Ali sees it, human existence in this world

is a trial. The trial needs to be there because without it there would

be no reward in the life beyond. For this reason God has created

human beings with the potential to either progress or regress, i.e. to

go higher or lower. The high way, then, 'Ali designates as peaceful

and humane. It is the way of personal development that God has

intended and wished for every human being and that can lead us

to a closeness to God, which is even above the level of the angels.

On the other hand a human being can also choose the other path

which deviates from the humane and leads them to levels lower than

that of the devil and of beasts.50

The aspects of human nature that most acutely threatens to lead

the individual away from the humane path are material desires

(meylhà-ye màddi ). Among these are a want for money, status, mate-

rial wealth and sexual fulfilment. 'Ali has experienced that these

desires cannot be properly satisfied since human beings always want

more whenever their wishes are fulfilled. Instead, material desires

lead the individual further and further away from spiritual serenity

which is truly desirable.51 However, this does not mean that mate-

rialist desires should be completely abandoned. On the contrary, 'Ali

ensures that one must try to satisfy them. But they need to be bal-

anced by the much more important spiritual aspect of human life.

“Both spirit and body need food”, 'Ali tells me. “They must be like

two parallel lines, and if they are not it is very bad”.52

Islam, then, is essentially the way which enables humans to tread

the humane path and avoid perdition by providing knowledge of the

nature of reality and the tools to control it. In one of our discus-

sions 'Ali summarised his views as follows:

From the time of our creation, from our birth, our souls are white
and pure. The time between birth and puberty is the most important
in order for people to be happy and for their souls to develop. But,

49 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
50 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
51 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
52 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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since this is also the time when our desires start to grow, it is impor-
tant that a young person thinks freely. For a Muslim, the purpose of
Islam is to provide this. Humans have to try, but humans are like ani-
mals and Islam is what controls them, like a bridle.53

Even if the line of thought is not completely obvious in this quota-

tions it pinpoints the core of 'Ali’s world view and understanding of

Islam to some degree. As he sees it, carnal and other materialistic

desires threaten our freedom since they blur our thoughts and make

us focus upon unimportant things. Islam restrains us. But it is a

restraint that ultimately gives us true freedom and true humanity.

This is what 'Ali denotes in his definition of Islam as “going to the

horizons”.

'Ali Bakhtiàri definitely believes in an afterlife. He also believes

that the choices humans make in their earthly lives will determine

whether they will come to paradise or be punished.54 It is my impres-

sion, however, that he does not consider the reward of the hereafter

as the main incitement for a religious life in this world. Even if this

life is primarily a trial in preparation for resurrection, the eschato-

logical outcome should be seen a natural continuation of the life one

has led here. A choice to tread the humane path towards higher

levels in this world will, thus, find its ultimate conclusion in par-

adise, but it will also lead to peace of mind, spiritual power (barakat),55

happiness, success, an awareness of self and a firm identity in this

world. Deviation from this path, on the other hand, will bring about

sorrow, mental problems, inability to focus on studies, societal insta-

bility, brutality and, eventually, punishment from God.56

To stay on the humane path is a relentless challenge, 'Ali says.

It is the constant effort that is known as jihad in Islamic tradition.57

As following chapters will show,58 the core of this struggle lies in the

concept of virtue, taqvà. To 'Ali Bakhtiàri, virtue is the most impor-

tant thing for anyone who wants to improve his or her life in both

this world and the hereafter,59 and in our discussions we have spoken

53 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
54 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
55 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
56 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
57 The grand Ayatollàh has written a book on the subject. 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May

21st, 2001.
58 See mainly chapter 7.
59 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001 and May 5th, 2002.

embodying virtue 59



a great deal about it. On one occasion, I asked 'Ali to tell me exactly

what taqvà is, as he saw it. The subsequent conversation followed:

Virtue is avoidance, it will be gained through praying and worship,
we should perform the necessary recommended acts60 and, most impor-
tant, control our eyes. What is desired by our carnal soul61 must be
avoided.

What do you mean by controlling our eyes?

What my carnal soul62 wants I must avoid. Virtue is to avoid what
the carnal soul wants.

Is it the most important thing in Akhlàq?63

For someone who wants to build himself morally, it is the most impor-
tant thing.

Do you have it?

[Laughter]64

Before continuing, it is important to say something here about the

word nafs, above translated as carnal soul. Nafs does not mean soul,

but there is no English word that immediately corresponds to its

Persian connotation. It is sometimes translated as the soul, the self or

the essence of an individual. However, as these translations may cause

one to believe, it does not designate something that is opposed to

the physical aspect of human nature, and it can also mean blood,
carnal desire, passion or by extension, in popular chaste language, penis.65

When I translate the word as carnal soul, I do not refer to a per-

son’s torso and limbs, but rather to the carnal aspect of human expe-

rience of self.

In Islamic tradition the human self is commonly understood to be

separated to different levels of purity. In Twelver Shi'ite tradition,

60 A category of Islamic regulations known as vàjebàt. In Islamic law, acts and
relationships are graded by a scale of moral evaluation consisting of five categories:
haràm, that which is forbidden; makruh, that which is reprehensible; mobàh, that which
is indifferent; mandub, that which is recommended; vàjeb, that which is obligatory.
Coulson 1964: 83–84.

61 The Persian word here translated as carnal soul is nafs-e ammàre.
62 The Persian word here translated as carnal soul is nafs.
63 Akhlàq is Islamic ethics.
64 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
65 Aryanpur-Kashani 1995. 
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and hence in the eyes of the informants,66 three67 such levels are dis-

tinguished. Nafs-e ammàre, which literally means the dictating soul, is

the first of these. It is the aspect of the human self which inspires

to sin, which usually means to satisfy carnal desires. Although it is

not specified, this is the kind of nafs that 'Ali speaks about in the

quotation above where I have chosen to translate it to carnal soul.68

Nafs-e lavvàme, the repenting soul, is a second level of the self. It is

the human consciousness, the chastising and self-blaming soul which

enables the individual to regret that which the carnal soul has caused

him or her to commit. Nafs-e motma"enne, the peaceful soul, is the

third, last and purest of the levels. It is the self-controlled, calm and

truly humane soul. The virtuous ideal of spiritual refinement is

exemplified particularly in the perfect personalities of the Prophet

and the Ahl-e beyt. The struggle of virtue, then, is the struggle against

the nafs-e ammàre, through the nafs-e lavvàme in order to get closer to

a nafs-e motma"enne.
The origins of these distinctions are many. The terms themselves

are Koranic,69 but their categorisation falls back on the heritage of

al-Ghazzàli who put forth the dichotomisation of these different wills

in the human soul in his discussions on the concept and emphasised

the necessity of disciplining the carnal soul through ethics.70 The

Ghazzàlian heritage has been kept and developed through Sufism.

In Persian mystic poetry the struggle against the carnal soul has often

been portrayed as a main part of the spiritual development of the

Sufi.71 Not least through the mystic orientation of Khomeyni him-

self, this understanding has become a part of the Iranian revolu-

tionary discourse and has, hence, been transmitted to the informants.72

To 'Ali Bakhtiàri, virtue is to restrict that which the carnal soul

desires. It is significant that, in the quotation above, he defines a

threefold method through which this avoidance can be carried out:

66 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, April 28th, 2002.
67 There are six levels of nafs in the Shi'ite school of thought, but these are the three

which are mentioned by the informants and which are most commonly referred to. 
68 See, for instance, Naqavi 1992: 261.
69 For instance, nafs-e ammàre is mentioned in the Sura an-Nàzi"àt (79): 40 and

in Surat Yusof (12): 53; nafs-e lavvàme in Sura al-Qiàmat (75): 2; and nafs-e motma"enne
in Sura al-Fajr (89): 27.

70 Netton 1993: 56.
71 Schimmel 1975: 112–113.
72 Brumberg 1997: 24; Dabashi 1993: 459.

embodying virtue 61



following the obligatory prescriptions of Islam; prayer and worship;

and controlling one’s eyes. In the following I will comment briefly

on each of these three.

The obligatory prescriptions, vàjebàt, constitute a category of Islamic

regulations. The main religious acts such as fasting, going on pil-

grimage and saying the daily prayers belong to this category. By

ascertaining the necessity of following these prescriptions, 'Ali Bakhtiàri
passes on an exhortation that is taught by Islamic scholars world-

wide. Regulations constitute a central aspect of the Islamic tradition

and it is not surprising that 'Ali also emphasises their general impor-

tance. The fact that he especially stresses the importance of daily

prayers, however, is significant. Even if the other informants as well

as the authorities in the mosque share his view in general terms,

'Ali is undoubtedly the one who most zealously asserts the impor-

tance of prayer. To him, this regular ritual activity is the solution

to all kinds of problems:

The soul has its own food and that is worship, prayer (namàz)! . . . Let
me summarise: All problems, spiritual (ruhi) or psychological (ravàni ) or
dangerous spiritual illnesses, especially within the family, find their
medicine in prayer. If there is no prayer, there will be disintegration.
Prayer feels like flying, it is the flight of the spirit. It is a great joy
that can save a person.73

In order to work, however, prayers need to be said with compre-

hension. 'Ali is full of stories about how he previously failed to get

anything out of prayer. That was before he had started to study

Islam seriously.74 Then, as he remembers it, things changed. Prayer

started to work. As he started to pray with understanding, the rit-

ual became meaningful. It restrained his anxiety, gave him a sense

of calm, helped him hold back anger and jealousy75 and made him

a more altruistic person.76 In 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s understanding there are

many sins. Backbiting, thievery and betrayal are often mentioned as

examples.77 Prayer, 'Ali ensures, has helped him to stay away from

all of them. The most dangerous sin is that which he hints at in the

quotation above when he mentions the importance of controlling

73 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
74 See, for instance, 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
75 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
76 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
77 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 21st, 2001 and May 11th, 2001.
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one’s eyes. To look at non-family members of the opposite sex

(nàmahram), 'Ali considers to be the sin that is most difficult to avoid.78

“Satan”, he says, “is like blood in our veins. We want to look at

girls.”79 Even in this case, however, prayer is one of the few things

that can help. I will return to 'Ali’s and the other’s views on rela-

tionships with the opposite sex later in this chapter.

'Ali Bakhtiàri’s comprehension of Islam is not only mere repeti-

tion of the official ideology taught in Iranian schools and mosques.

On the contrary, it is firmly based in his own experience of mate-

rial and spiritual problems. For 'Ali, Islam has become a method of

dealing with his own anxiety. It is obvious that to a certain extent

his ideas have their cause in his own background. He has experi-

enced the distress that comes from unfulfilled wishes and material

problems. The Islamic teaching he has assimilated has given him a

comprehension of his own history, a language to express his prob-

lems and a method to work his way through them. 'Ali is troubled

by the fact that he did not gain insight earlier in his life. “For me

who has come to know myself late, it has been difficult”, he has

told me. “One reason was that my parents were illiterate. It caused

me not to grow so well in terms of knowledge and culture. But lit-

tle by little, because of the ups and downs in my life, I have improved

and made progress.”80

The case of 'Ali Bakhtiàri is an elucidating example of how the

Islamic system of belief and practice is construed to fit into the par-

ticular life situation of an individual. 'Ali’s world view and ritual life

are totally in line with the official teachings of his community, which

clearly correspond to his personal needs and wishes. This reciprocal

process, which seems to characterise the way Islam is put into prac-

tice in everyday life, will be further investigated and discussed below.

Before that, however, I will introduce another of the informants.

The Case of Mohammad Mahdi

When I came to Esfahàn in 2002, Mohammad Mahdi had started

working at a newly founded Koran institute in the city. His duties

in the new place were to teach children and young people to recite

78 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 21st, 2001.
79 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001. 
80 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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and understand the Koran as well as to provide character-building

activities for them. At the time I went to see him at his new office

the institute was performing a puppet theatre and the place was

crowded with children. The theatre featured the Israeli prime min-

ister Ariel Sharon, significantly represented by the collection’s Pharaoh-

puppet, and surrounded by all kinds of animals. The plot of the play

was simple enough: Sharon had captured a young Koran-student

and was now keeping him in chains. One by one the different ani-

mals were persuaded to rebel against Sharon’s unjust rule and to

rescue the innocent student. Eventually the animals followed the

advice, overthrew Sharon, rescued the student and gave a happy

ending to the performance that caused tremendous outbursts of

approval from the attending children. Mohammad Mahdi also seemed

unusually amused by the play as he proudly introduced me to the

actors and showed me around the institute.

This took place during my last visit to Esfahàn and at the end of

the period covered by this study. During the years that had passed

I had seen the gradual change in Mohammad Mahdi’s life, from

being a poor but promising Koran-student in the early process of

building a family, he had become a respectable father of a family

and a full-time Koran teacher. Mohammad Mahdi was in his mid-

twenties when he participated in this study. He is the oldest son of

a big family and he grew up with his eight brothers and four sis-

ters in one of the poorer suburbs of Esfahàn. His father provided

for the family by keeping sheep and working with whatever employ-

ment he could find. When Mohammad Mahdi finished high school

he started studying mechanics at a university college. But his major

interest was not in technology and therefore he started to pursue a

career in Koran studies. From the age of sixteen, he had studied

the art of Koran recitation on a serious level, and as he had dis-

played great talent in this field from the beginning it now became

his major occupation. During the time covered by this study Moham-

mad Mahdi made his living by teaching Koran classes arranged by

the sepàh81 and basij organisations.82 He is married and lives with his

wife and their son, who was born in the first year of this study, in

a small flat in the outskirts of Esfahàn. Mohammad is a deeply com-

81 Sepàh is the Iranian revolutionary force, which is closely related to the basij-
organisation.

82 Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001.
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mitted conservative religious activist. Through his teaching, his involve-

ment for the Islamisation of Iranian society has become the para-

mount goal of his professional and private life.

Among the informants, Mohammad Mahdi is definitely the most

reputable in the community. As a Koran teacher he is an author-

ity on Islamic matters. With regard to his behaviour in the infor-

mant role, it is my impression that this authority has created a certain

confidence when it comes to answering questions concerning reli-

gion. It is also my impression that it makes him the most difficult

informant to interview. Mohammad Mahdi and I have travelled a

great deal around Esfahàn. We have visited different shrines and

met several of his friends. I have followed him in his daily work as

a Koran teacher, participated in his classes and became acquainted

with many of his relatives. Most of the interviews for this study have

been made between all these other activities: in Mohammad Mahdi’s

rusty old Citroën, at tea breaks, while waiting for busses and so on.

Often, Mohammad Mahdi’s little son has been around and some-

times his wife and their friends have been too. It has been an inter-

esting and sometimes frustrating experience which has, literally, been

an encounter with Islam in the everyday life of a hard-working par-

ent, far from the peaceful discussions carried out with Mosta'àr in
his madrese or with 'Ali Bakhtiàri in his mountain village.

But, Mohammad Mahdi himself is a peaceful person. His voice

is low and his eyes usually downcast. Before answering my questions

on Islam he always ponders a while, as if making up his mind con-

cerning what to say before opening his mouth. Mohammad is a gen-

tle person—polite, friendly, very pious and, by all measures, very

popular among his students. He also looks as one would expect a

man of his reputation and profession to do: a well-kept beard, a

neat haircut, a light-coloured shirt over dark loose-fitting trousers

and a silver ring with a red stone shining on the right ring-finger.

Generally speaking, Mohammad Mahdi’s definition and under-

standing of Islam does not differ from that of 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s. They

both hold views more or less in line with the religious interpreta-

tion taught at the mosque. The differences that do exist are mostly

matters of emphasis. It is my impression that Mohammad’s world

view is not as rigorously structured and organised as 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s
is. Considering the former’s profession this may seem a bit surprising.

But unlike 'Ali, Mohammad has not been forced by his circumstances

to develop a coherent understanding of the religious system which
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he belongs to. For this reason it is not possible, nor meaningful, to

try to give a coherent presentation of his views. Instead I will emphasise

certain aspects, which I have found characteristic of his perspective.

First of all Mohammad Mahdi is much concerned with Islamic

regulations. When I have asked him to define or summarise Islam

he has always spoken about the religion as a comprehensive set of

rules. Islam regulates every possible aspect of human experience and

it is up to humans to obey the orders, usually without questioning.83

“Islam”, he says, “is to listen to the words of God and to obey

them”.84 To be virtuous in Mohammad Mahdi’s view, is to do exactly

that, to follow the rules:

I should do the good deeds that satisfy God and shouldn’t do things
that God does not like. This is virtue. If I shout at my mother I am
not virtuous (bitaqvà) because I do something God doesn’t like. God
says: respect your parents! [Another] example: God has given [my son]
to me as a loan. I must try to make this child a good person. If I
don’t do my best I’ll not be virtuous. If I am not good tempered, or
if I lie at my job, or if I do less than I should and get paid without
working, I am not virtuous.85

In this respect, Mohammad Mahdi’s understanding is clear enough.

To be virtuous is to follow the rules of God. It is obvious that this

is also something that Mohammad is wholeheartedly trying to do in

his own life. In addition to these features, he is more apt than any

of the other informants to express human dependency upon the

mercy of God. This inclination finds its clearest expression in the

improvised prayers that Mohammad sings to conclude his Koran

classes. In these prayers, he often brings up the topic of human

shortcomings and human beings’ dependence upon God’s forgive-

ness. The prayers clearly complement Mohammad’s otherwise rigid

adherence to religious regulations:

God! God! You ordered me and I didn’t follow your order. . . . You
prevented me from doing bad things but I still did them . . . God, how
can I stand before you? What do I have? What obedience in the past
gives me the right to ask you to help me now? Only one thing gives
me the courage and that is your mercy, you, who even tell the worst
of us to come to you.86

83 Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001 and May 5th, 2002.
84 Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001.
85 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
86 Mohammad Mahdi, in rowze, May 20th, 2001.
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I believe it is correct to assume that the need for forgiveness, which

Mohammad Mahdi talks about in this and other prayers, to a cer-

tain extent reflects his own feelings of being incomplete. In May

2001 when I asked Mohammad about his biggest problems, he told

me that they were of spiritual a nature. He said that in his prayers

he always asked God to help him through the Prophet and the

Imams, and that he constantly asked himself why he was estranged

from God: “Why don’t I think more about Imam Zamàn? Why

can’t I see him? Why can’t I become a better person? Why haven’t

I understood more in my 25 years?”87 These were some of the issues

that he felt were most important in his life. They bothered him, and

his inability to make spiritual progress made him feel sad.

The last time I saw Mohammad Mahdi in the spring of 2002,

these feelings had not been subdued. Although his life had clearly

changed for the better in many respects, his spiritual struggle continued

much like 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s. But where 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s spiritual struggle

mostly circled around controlling distracting desires, Mohammad’s

primarily consisted of Koran studies. To him, the Koran is the fore-

most expression of God’s mercy. It is through the Koran and the

Ahl-e beyt that human beings can be saved. In one of his Koran class

prayers, Mohammad expressed this idea as follows:

When the resurrection comes, the days of regretting are past. They
will ask God: Get us out of here! Give us one more chance! We will
be good servants! But it is over. Know the value of these crying
moments, this crying and these tears! Let us hope our sins will not
prevent us from remembering God. Now that you have the chance,
ask him! Swear by his great Koran and his great people. Now that
we have tasted the sweetness of praying to you, don’t separate us from
Koran and Ahl-e beyt. They are the only ones we have in this world!88

Mohammad answers almost every question with a reference to the

Koran followed by a brief personal comment or interpretation. He

has told me that he sees it as an ideal model to be able to answer

any question through a quotation from the Koran.89 In the beginning

87 Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001.
88 Mohammad Mahdi, May 17th, 2001.
89 In this he is greatly inspired by the very young Iranian Koran expert Doctor

Mohammad Hoseyn Tabàtabà"i, who allegedly knows the Koran, Osul ol-kàfi and
Nahj ol-balàghe by heart and who is said to answer any question by quoting these
scriptures. 
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of this research project I felt that this attitude was a problem. At

that time I wanted to surpass the level of bookish Islam in order to

reach personal feelings and understandings that I believed existed

behind the surface of learned formulas. As I have come to know my

informants better I have revised this understanding. The Koranic

language, as I now perceive it, is the language by which Mohammad

Mahdi and others express their experience, and there is not necessarily

some other truer language behind it. For this reason I have chosen

to try to understand Mohammad’s manner of expression rather than

to search for a way around it, and hence to take his Koranic state-

ments at face value, not as superficially imposed doctrines, but as

heart-felt expressions of his particular interpretation of reality.

The above quoted answers to my questions concerning happiness

hint at the comprehensive content that Mohammad Mahdi sees in

the Koranic message. As Mohammad sees it, the Koran is not just

a divinely revealed book that is true. It is the very definition of truth.

As such, its words are hierarchically placed above personal experi-

ences or motives. The answer to a question such as “are you a

happy person?” then is not, as I had expected, sought through a

ransacking of personal emotions. Instead it is sought in the same

source which holds answers to all other questions, namely in the

Islamic revelation. It can thus be said that Mohammad Mahdi is

inclined to construe his own situation from the point of view of the

revealed message.

To sum up, the three distinctive features of Mohammad’s ideas

are his adherence to the Islamic rules, his emphasis on God’s mercy

and his Koranic focus. A final observation concerning Mohammad,

which is most significant for this study, is that he seeks to feel in

accordance with Islamic ideals. From what I can tell, he is not

satisfied with following regulations only. He also wants them to be

internalised in such a way that they come from within himself.

Mohammad wants to feel Islam, not only to practice it. He also

claims that this is something that he does. Let me clarify my point

by quoting from one of our conversations. On one occasion I asked

Mohammad Mahdi if he considered himself a happy or sad person.

After a moment of consideration he answered:

There is a verse in the Koran that says . . . that those who remember
God are happy. Whenever I feel that I have not committed sins I am
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happy, when I feel that I have sinned I am sad. When we do not sin,
we are happy; when we do sin we are sad because of our sinning. If
someone has not sinned, he will become sad when he does.90

Mohammad says that his own feelings of happiness and sadness

depend on his and others’ success in following the rules of Islam. It

is not possible for me to ascertain whether the Islamic system to

which he adheres is as thoroughly internalised as Mohammad claims.

But whether or not it is, his answers show at least that this is the

way he wants to present the situation.

During the last visit of my field work I met Mohammad Mahdi

in the courtyard of the mosque as usual. That night he accompa-

nied me on my walk home after the prayer and told me about the

year that had passed since our last meeting. It had been a hard

year. His wife had become sick. The doctors had found a benign

tumour on her ovaries and the first diagnosis predicted that the

ovaries would have to be removed. Such an operation would entail

serious risk to her health and make it impossible for them to have

more children. Devastated by the news, Mohammad Mahdi trav-

elled to the shrines of Fàteme Ma'sume in Qom and Imam Rezà
in Mashhad. He gave votive gifts at the sanctuaries and spent sev-

eral days there praying for the recovery of his wife. On the first visit

to the hospital after his return, Mohammad Mahdi told me, the doc-

tors could ascertain that Mohammad’s wife was cured and that there

would be no need for an operation anymore. For Mohammad Mahdi

what had happened was, obviously, a miracle. It was a proof of

God’s mercy and the help of the holy Imams for which he would

always be thankful.

The case of Mohammad Mahdi is an example of how Islam can

be lived and construed in the everyday life of a pious Iranian fam-

ily man. His thorough involvement in Islamic activities and his empha-

sis on the necessity of both obedience and divine mercy show that

he is in line with the Shi'ite tradition to which he belongs. For the

following analysis however, it is his venture not only to follow but

also to feel Islam that is most significant. I will return to this in the

conclusions of this chapter. Now, however, I will go on to present

the informants’ views on the opposite sex in more detail.

90 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.

embodying virtue 69



Sexuality, Women and Gender Roles

As has already become apparent, sexual temptation is a major prob-

lem in the lives of many informants. Of the two persons presented

above, this is most apparent in the case of 'Ali. However, he does

share this problem with Mosta'àr and Amir. Among all the sins,

which these persons have to avoid, looking at or thinking about

members of the opposite sex seems to be the one which is most fre-

quently brought up in our discussions. For this reason I consider it

motivated to dwell a while of the informants’ views on the opposite

sex and on their own sexual frustration.

Islamic law and traditional Iranian life style separates relationships

between the sexes in mahram and nàmahram. Mahram, are very close

relatives with whom marriage is prohibited whereas nàmahram are

those relations in which marriage is possible and in which strict sep-

aration thus must be observed.91 Because of this differentiation it is

hardly surprising that experience that has to do with women is var-

ied among the informants of this study. Jamie and Mohammad

Mahdi are both fathers and Mosta'àr got engaged and married dur-

ing the last years covered by the study. 'Ali Bakhtiàri and Amir, on

the other hand, have no experience of women outside their families

whatsoever.

To talk about women is also something which has sometimes been

difficult. With the exception of Jamie, the informants have been

unwilling to talk about women. Hardly surprising, the matter has

been experienced as embarrassing and my direct questions have usu-

ally been reacted to with elated laughter and surprise at my lack of

prudence. If the matter is kept on a more abstract and less personal

level, however, it has been possible to have lengthy discussions about

it. In these conversations it has become obvious that preventing them-

selves from looking at nàmahram is felt to be one of the most difficult

undertakings in the informants’ struggle to remain virtuous.

To look at nàmahram is considered a sinful act which leads away

from the virtuous path. It is clear, however, that the informants do

not consider it to be an especially grave sin. On the contrary, they

often classify it as a lesser offence if directly asked about it.92 Because

91 Naqavi 1992: 229. 
92 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002. 

70 chapter three



of the strong temptation, however, it is my impression that the infor-

mants consider sexual thoughts and behaviour to be the greatest

obstacle in their endeavour to be virtuous. They claim it is the one

sin that gives them most trouble.93 'Ali Bakhtiàri, who has the most

well thought-out theory on this matter also considers it to be a major

source of societal problems in Iran:

For the youth, the main source of social degeneration in the past, pre-
sent and future is sexual desire. It takes a lion to stand against it
because it is so strong that its harnesses its owner. It should not be
let free, nor should it be completely ignored. It must exist but it should
not be allowed to work without the mind overruling it.94

In the cases of 'Ali Bakhtiàri and Amir, who are the two informants

who have remained unmarried throughout the period of the study,

the interviews have revealed that they have developed methods to

deal with this particular problem in rather physical ways. Amir claims

fasting as an efficient method to quench sexual desire: “When you

fast”, he has told me “your feelings of [sexual] hunger goes down,

because another kind of hunger comes up”.95 'Ali Bakhtiàri empha-

sises the usefulness of prayer when it comes to controlling carnal

desires.96 Implicit in the informants’ understanding of the dangers of

sexual temptation lie their ideas of what men and women ideally

should be like. Before going on, I will say something about these

ideals.

When asked about how men and women should be, the answers

of the informants clearly reflect the strongly patriarchal society to

which they belong. 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s answer is representative. “The

perfect woman”, he tells me,

must take care of her hejàb and be virtuous. She has to prevent nàmahram
men from seeing her. She must take care of herself in the street, not
smile at anybody, and make herself up only for her husband. She has
to observe morals and do the obligatory religious duties properly. There
are many characteristics. She must take care of her spiritual side also
and her aims must have Islamic origins.97

93 See, for instance, 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 21st, 2001.
94 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
95 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
96 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
97 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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It is characteristic that 'Ali begins his answer with the question of

the hejàb. This is the case with all informants: although they even-

tually reach the conclusion that morality and spiritual development

are the most important features, the first matter which comes to

their mind when discussing women is their external appearance. The

hejàb is essential here. Good women must have good hejàb and, in

the context of the informants, that means to wear a chàdor. Less tra-

ditional Islamic outfits, such as a Mantua and a scarf, are tolerable

but not good.98 The reasons provided by the informants why women

should be covered vary. Mohammad Mahdi, as usual, refers the

Koran in his answer. According to the Koran, he claims, women

must cover themselves in order not to be subjected to bad people’s

intentions. “If she covers herself ”, Mohammad tells me, “less peo-

ple will come up to her. If she makes herself up, more people will

look at her and come to her and bother her.”99 To give another

example, Amir has the same opinion but stresses that the aim of

hejàb is not to limit women but to create a society in which men

and women can work together without being bothered by sexual

thoughts. In a more liberal society, women will be judged by their

appearance only and that is bad. Without hejàb, he tells me, “women

will be treated like goods”.100

Now, men must have hejàb too. According to Mohammad Mahdi,

they should not wear short sleeves or too tight fitting clothes since

they then would risk tempting women.101 With regard to moral and

spiritual matters men and women are equal, the informants claim.

They both must have belief and virtue and avoid doing even small

sins.102 But equality in the eyes of the informants does not mean uni-

formity and there are big differences in their views on the sexes. 'Ali

Bakhtiàri concisely summarises his ideas as follows:

Men have stronger spirituality. Women are more sensitive. Women
need more kindness from their men. Men are the managers of the
house. They should prepare money for food. The women in return
must respect their husbands. They must help each other to improve.103

98 See, for instance: Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002; 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May
11th, 2001; Amir April 30th, 2002.

99 Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002. 
100 Amir, April 30th, 2002.
101 Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002. 
102 See, for instance: Amir, April 30th, 2002; 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
103 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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The informants have rather similar ideas in this matter and there

can be no doubt that these, to a large extent, reflect traditional ideas

of a patriarchal society.104 'Ali and Mosta'àr see no need to motivate

their statements in these matters. To them, it seems, the societal

roles of men and women are obvious. Mohammad finds his moti-

vation in the Koran and Amir in scientific explanations. “Nowadays”,

he tells me,

scientists have realised that men and women have different worlds . . .
and that this is the reason that they, when they come together, . . .
they will complete each other. . . . For example, a man wants to always
be independent and to love somebody, but a woman wants to be
loved. . . . They will complete each other, they will fit.105

The emphasis on family values is another significant feature of the

informants’ ideas of gender roles. All of them emphasise the benefits

of traditional family structures when it comes to providing a good

environment for children. It is generally considered that moral and

virtuous parents are a prerequisite for a successful life. “If a man

has relations with other women than his own wife”, Mosta'àr tells
me when we discuss social problems, “his children will become mur-

derers. These effects are observable in today’s world. . . . The woman

has the main role in the family. She must be pure and should only

wear make up for her husband”.106

As I have thus briefly illustrated, the informants have strict opin-

ions concerning gender roles. Hardly surprising, Jamie is the only

one who at all questions these roles. “I think it is a little unfair for

women”, he told me when we were talking about women’s restric-

tion to move around: “it is hard for them, but all religions say they

can’t go, [so what can we do?]”.107 As already stated, the impor-

tance or role of sexuality in the lives of the informants is different

between fathers and bachelors. For instance, 'Ali, who emphasises

control of carnal desires, is unmarried whereas Mohammad, for

whom these issues are less important, is a family provider. This is

hardly surprising. It is also clear, however, that the ideas about how

104 See, for instance: Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002; Amir, April 30th, 2002;
Mosta'àr, April 24th, 2002.

105 Amir, April 30th, 2002.
106 Mosta'àr, April 24th, 2002.
107 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
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sexuality should be controlled and about how men and women should

relate to one another are similar.

It must be emphasised here that Iranian society, despite of its

Islamist government, is going through a process of women’s eman-

cipation. Iranian women are today better educated than their male

compatriots and the responsibilities they get in the public and pri-

vate sectors are increasing. In public space, women (more or less

strictly in line with the Islamic dress code) are making themselves

more visible and the divorce rate is steadily rising. Also in the reli-

gious sphere this change towards greater gender equality is notice-

able. Theology colleges for women are, for instance, getting increasingly

popular. These colleges primarily educate religious instructors for

schools but they also open up for women to become high-ranking

theologians. The informants of this study have not spoken explicitly

about these developments, but their reaction to liberalisation in gen-

eral could of course be construed as a reaction in defence of the

male hierarchies to which they adhere. A reaction which has become

necessary because of the threat that women’s emancipation pose to

these very hierarchies.108

I have thus presented two different personal interpretations of the

Islamic message and made some remarks upon the issue of sexual-

ity. In everyday life the informants’ different views result in different

forms of Islamic practice. Where 'Ali needs to control his frustra-

tion and sorrow, Mohammad needs guidelines and meaning in his

role as a teacher and father. It is my suggestion, then, that these

differences may serve as examples of the flexibility of interpretation

that the message and practices of the chosen community may have

in the individual lives of its members. I will now go on to present

the informants’ methods for achieving the spiritual goals they so

eagerly yearn for.

Living Islam in Everyday Life

So far, I have shown how two of the informants have reasoned about

their religious views and activities in our discussions. Now I want to

discuss the practical side of this theoretical reasoning by presenting

108 For, further discussions on these issues see, for instance, Mir Hoseyni: 1993.
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aspects of how they all lead their everyday lives. My aim is to com-

plete the presentation of how the informants think Islam with a pre-

sentation of how they live it. The overall perspective in this presentation

is to approach practised Islam in its relation to Iranian society as a

whole and with special regard to the liberalisation process that the

country experienced during the scope of this study. I will focus on

three different aspects of ritualisation in the everyday practice of the

informants. I have chosen to label these limited mobility, awareness

of death and constant commemoration, respectively. These three

aspects do not make up an all-encompassing description of the infor-

mants’ religious practice, nor are they entirely comparable but together

they show how the informants’ lives are ritualised on many different

levels. They should be seen as examples of practical experience which

have become apparent to me as I have worked through my mate-

rial. Before proceeding with this, however, something needs to be

said about the informants’ attitude to the changes occurring in Iranian

society. The following discussion will include all five main informants.

Attitudes to Liberalisation

The informants of the present study live in the midst of a conflict

between conservatives and reformists. This conflict leaves its clear

mark on many aspects of Iranian society and the ideas and prac-

tices of the informants which are portrayed in this chapter cannot

be thoroughly understood if the underlying influence of this conflict

is not regarded. The informants live in a society which is going

through a very apparent process of liberalisation. No one who trav-

elled or lived in Iran regularly during the years of this study can

have failed to notice the loosening up of restraints in terms of pub-

lic behaviour. In this period, young men and women were able to

socialise more freely in public, women could show more hair, and

western popular music was less restricted than only some years before.

Scarcely surprising, the informants did not approve of these changes.

They positioned themselves in this conflict by participating in the

activities of the mosque. Although some of them even deny the exis-

tence of a conflict among the political leaders109 their position in the

109 See, for instance, Amir, April 27th, 2000. 
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conflict of life style that goes on among people in society is obvious

and outspoken.

According to the informants, Iranian society is suffering from “a

spiritual and psychological crisis” (bohràn-e ravàni va ma'navi ),110 the

outcome of which is a nihilism, an oblivion of spiritual matters and

a moral decline that threatens to ruin especially the lives of young

people. The informants are devastated and sometimes dejected due

to the situation. On several occasions I have heard them express

their frustration and desperation over developments in society: the

massive popular support for President Khàtami and other reformists,

the newspapers’ “insults” of Islamic values, the westernisation of

youth culture and so forth.111 In the eyes of the informants these

post-war developments in Iranian society indicate that people are

forgetting about God and that they are consequently leaving the only

path that can lead to greater good for all. No doubt, God is on the

side of the conservatives. The informants believe the conservatives

represent the most profound understanding of Islam and argue in

favour of that belief by referring to their intuition112 and various mir-

acles113 that have proven that this is the case. There is no doubt

who is right; the problem instead is that the enemies of Iran and

Islam fool young people to forget about their religion. According to

Amir it is mostly girls who are fooled. “Girls”, he tells me, “think

Europe is better, and America. They see films and feel strongly about

it”.114 'Ali Bakhtiàri pinpoints secular philosophy as one of the major

means by which the youth are fooled. He expresses this notion in

the following words:

We have an effect caused by the enemies of humanity and honour of
humans. They make an effort to destabilise the minds of our naive
and good-hearted youth in order to empty their minds in anyway pos-
sible. And then especially with the seemingly scientific and philosoph-
ical discussions that they have.115

Hence, the informants concur in their comprehension of the situation

in Iranian society. However, as the quotation above indicates they

110 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
111 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, May 26th, 2001.
112 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
113 Such as divine intervention in the revolution of 1979 and the miraculous suc-

cess of the Iranian side in the war with Iraq. Mohammad Mahdi, May 24th, 2001.
114 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
115 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001. 
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are also eager to stress the belief that young Iranians are good-

hearted and that they are fooled into moral degeneration. “They

accept religion”, Mohammad Mahdi tells me and continues:

But they are not committed. They show some hair but they don’t
care; boys are together with girls but they don’t bother. In religion it
is a sin and their relationship with religion has decreased, but they do
the important things like saying prayers or fasting.116

When young people grow older, the informants ascertain, they will

realise what is really important and return to a more religious way

of life.117

Besides being a threat to Islam and society in general, societal

changes are believed to pose a threat to the informants’ own spiritual

development. Virtue, as the previous presentation of 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s
and Mohammad Mahdi’s world views has shown, is to restrain one’s

bodily desires and to follow the rules of Islam. In a society where

temptations of different sorts are becoming more tolerated, such

endeavours will be more difficult. Therefore, in order to cope with

this challenge, the informants have developed what could be labelled

as methods of defence. These can be seen as different forms of rit-

ualisation, methods which the informants have developed in order

to safeguard their virtue. I will now present these methods.

Limiting Mobility in the Public Sphere

The mosque is located close to one of the bazaars of central Esfahàn.

It is a part of the city where a traditional way of life is predomi-

nant. In the narrow alleys of the bazaar most women wear a black

chàdor and the men greet each other with religious blessings. In the

eyes of the informants, this is thus morally safe territory. Around the

bazaar-quarters, however, the liberal way of life makes itself known

with unmistakable clarity. Not far from the bazaar on one side a

big plaza has become the meeting place for tourists and young liberal-

minded Iranians; and on another side young men let their car-stereos

roar with pop music as they cruise along the shopping streets within

a stone’s throw of the tranquil gatherings of the community of our

focus.

116 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
117 See, for instance, Amir, April 22nd, 2002, and Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002.
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During my stay in Esfahàn, it has often struck me that the situ-

ation in the public spaces of the city in many ways resembles a ter-

ritorial war. There is a struggle going on in the city, as indeed there

is in the whole of Iran. It is a struggle for public space. In this strug-

gle many positions can be distinguished. Some obvious positions that

could be discussed at length are wealth and poverty, male and female

identity or youth and maturity. Here, however, I will focus on the

struggle between liberalisation and Islamisation. This conflict is inti-

mately connected to all the others ones as the Islamist movement

mainly recruits poor young men. Yet it deserves to be treated as a

category of its own since it also cuts across other positions and since

it is the one struggle that fits best into the informants’ understand-

ing of self. The struggle between liberalisation and Islamisation in

the public sphere is directly linked to the general conflict between

reformists and conservatives which is fought in official politics and

in many other spheres of society as well. In this section, however, I

will concentrate on the conflict of the public sphere.

In the city of Esfahàn this struggle becomes visible in many different

ways. As I have already shown, different quarters belong to different

sides. For instance, some parts of the bazaars belong to the conser-

vative side and the shopping streets belong to the reformist side. A

consequence of this is that individuals who consider that they belong

to one side rarely venture to stay any longer periods in what is con-

sidered enemy territory. I have several liberal-minded Iranian friends

who have strongly emphasised that they would never set their foot

in the mosque of my focus. Likewise, the informants of this study

would never linger any longer period of time in the parks or the

shopping streets of the city. In the beginning of this study, I found

their reluctance to this somewhat bewildering. At that time I could

not understand why they behaved in certain ways. A short anecdote

may explain my confusion. The hostel where I usually stay while I

am in Esfahàn is located on the shopping street not far from the

mosque. The bazaar quarters begin in immediate proximity to this

street and I usually walk the short distance to the mosque through

these quarters. At night it has also become a habit that the infor-

mants, be it 'Ali Bakhtiàri, Mosta'àr or Mohammad Mahdi, accom-

pany me home after we have finished our discussions. What is

interesting with this is the fact that none of the informants ever

accompany me all the way back. Just before reaching the shopping

street, they always stop to bid me farewell as if, for some reason,
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they were not allowed to set foot in the shopping street but needed

to retreat into the safety of the traditional bazaar quarters. On some

occasions I have explicitly asked them to go out and eat or to have

an ice cream with me. On these occasions they have ever so reluc-

tantly, agreed to follow me to a park or to a restaurant in the lib-

eral areas. The situations which have ensued have often become

rather complicated. My major impression has been that the infor-

mants have felt uncomfortable with the whole situation. They have

often insisted that we should sit indoors in some discreet and hid-

den part of the restaurant and that we should leave as soon as pos-

sible after finishing our meals.

The reason for this behaviour, as I see it, was the informants’

repugnance towards visiting the shopping streets and the liberal areas

of the city. It was a way for them to resist temptation we have spo-

ken openly about in our talks. In the eyes of the informants it is

dangerous to stay in these areas. “Since we are not married we

should not go there frequently because to some extent it is harmful

for us”,118 'Ali Bakhtiàri tells me when I ask him about it. Mosta'àr
is of the same opinion: “I don’t like to go there”, he says, “it is just

business and women with bad hejàb”.119 On another occasion he

explains the dangers further: “A little accidental [looking at women]

is no [sin], . . . if you see each other on the street and ignore it, it

is no problem. But if you always look, little by little it will grow

worse!”120 Mohammad Mahdi agrees with the others about the dan-

gers of the liberal areas: “It is difficult for us to go there”, he says.

But he also emphasises the benefits of being a good role model:

Virtue is to protect your faith. But this does not mean that one should
go to a desert where there is nobody and be virtuous there. Islam
says: go among people and be virtuous! If I can go to Chahàr bàgh-
street121 and protect myself, that is important!122

Even if all informants probably agree with this ideal, they all do

their best to avoid the areas of the city where a more liberal cul-

ture is nourished. For some of them it is striking how everyday life

118 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
119 Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002.
120 Mosta'àr, April 24th, 2002.
121 Chahàr bàgh is one of the main shopping streets in the city.
122 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002. 
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is geographically limited to a very small area in immediate proxim-

ity to the mosque.

Geographical limitation corresponds to a limitation of social con-

tacts. All the informants have underlined the importance of having

the right friends for the sake of moral and spiritual development.

Some of them have a history of abandoning bad friends who they

now believe have had bad influence on them.123 Mohammad Mahdi

also stresses the importance of avoiding certain social occasions when

people, however moral in everyday life, seem inclined to sin. Marriages

is one such occasion and Mohammad rarely attend these ceremonies

since he knows there may be bad hejàb and other sins going on

there.124

The reasons to restrict one’s geographical and social sphere are

many. There is no doubt that avoiding temptation to sin and spir-

itual deviation is the most frequently mentioned cause. But there are

other causes as well. One, which is often mentioned, is the sadness

that follows when confronting spiritual and moral degeneration.

Mohammad Mahdi expresses this matter in the following words—

as usual finding his examples in the Islamic tradition:

When the Prophet saw that the people were estranged from God he
got so sad that he became sick. I am also a bit like that. When I am
among people and see bad hejàb, how people forget about God, then
I get sad. On the other hand, if I go to a Koran class and meet the
people there I get happy. Why? Because God gets happy with me
when I am there. Whenever God and the Ahl-e beyt are sad because
of me I also get sad.125

The risk of temptation and the sorrow that may follow from wit-

nessing societal decline cause the informants to limit their geographic

and social mobility by separating the various areas of the city into

safe and unsafe zones. It may be said that this separation resembles

a war in which public behaviour is at stake. The methods of strug-

gle in this war consist of a number of more or less subtle provoca-

tion techniques. Protest marches are one technique. As I have shown,

the informants rarely venture to cross the invisible borders into the

unsafe areas. Sometimes, however, they do. There are times—I have

seen it happen a few times during the years—when the conserva-

123 Mosta'àr, April 22nd, 2000.
124 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002. 
125 Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001. 
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tive members of the community, usually under the leadership of the

basij or sepàh organisations, gather to demonstrate along the main

commercial streets of the zones which are usually perceived as unsafe.

At these occasions they walk in tight groups, shout slogans and lis-

ten to amplified political speeches. The specific purposes of the

demonstrations may differ in detail but usually consist of expressing

support for the conservative side of national politics or propagating

greater adherence to so-called revolutionary values.126 Needless to

say, demonstrations of the opposite kind i.e. in protest against the

regime, are severely repressed.127

Another method of struggle is graffiti. In Esfahàn it is common

that the walls of buildings are scrawled with more or less authentic

popular expressions of support for conservative politics. “Death to

bad hejàb!” is one common slogan and “Death to America!” is another.

I have occasionally seen calls for the downfall of various reformist

politicians scribbled on walls. On the wall of a toilet in the mosque

someone had once written “Death to Khàtami”. However, that scrib-

ble was quickly removed. According to the informants, these writ-

ings are genuine expressions of heartfelt opinions among the people.128

There is graffiti that is definitely placed there by the authorities and

there are, therefore, reasons to be sceptical about the truth in the

informants’ claims in these matters. However, it is also clear that

some young basij people scribble slogans on walls to express their

opinions and to make themselves seen in the public sphere.

There are other examples of how graffiti is used to express oppo-

sition to the Islamic system. I have never seen direct calls for the

downfall of the regime and any person caught writing something like

that would surely suffer severe punishment in the Islamic Republic.

Instead, dissident graffiti needs to be so subtle that it can be mis-

taken as non-provocative. For this reason it is also difficult to argue

126 One such demonstration occurred in connection to the Berlin conference in
2001. At this conference, reformist politicians were discussing with a group of exiled
Iranians who started to undress and dance in order to protest against the Islamic
regime. The event was filmed, edited and broadcasted by the regime-controlled
Iranian television and caused strong feelings of discontent among the Esfahàni pub-
lic against the exiled Iranians’ immoral behaviour. 

127 The student demonstration of 1999, however, is one example that voices of
protest can make themselves heard even in the form of public demonstrations. The
price paid for this was a massive repression of the uprising and the death of some
of its leaders. 

128 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
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with certainty about this question. There are some examples of graffiti

that a cautious analysis could designate as dissident. For instance,

the writing “USA” that appeared in Latin letters on a wall close to

the mosque in 2000 or the increasing sight of soccer-graffiti that is

beginning to appear even in the mosque itself. In this book it is not

my ambition to portray the subtle protest techniques of Iranian dis-

sidence but it could be argued that these writings express an ambi-

tion to make secular culture visible even in one of Esfahàn’s most

conservative neighbourhoods and thus serve as a means in the strug-

gle for the public sphere. The main means of the dissident side,

however, is neither demonstrations nor graffiti, but rather the every-

day stretching of regulations on public behaviour, of wearing make-

up, listening to pop music, roller skating or doing other things that

signal a desire for liberalisation. What can be concluded from the

latest years’ development is that this struggle is not progressing to

the benefit of the informants.

I have thus shown how limiting one’s social and geographical

mobility is one of the methods which the informants use in order

to safeguard their own spiritual development. I have also shown how

this method connects to a more general struggle concerning life style

and the public sphere in Iranian society.

Awareness of Death

In this section my aim is to show that the focus on death in ritual

activity and in the lives of the informants, functions as yet another

method of protection against moral and spiritual deviation. The

importance of death has been brought up by all the informants and

is central to the understanding of their views and behaviour in this

matter. I will begin by presenting some of their thoughts and beliefs

about death. Then, I will discuss some crucial ritual activities and

the functions which the informants claim they have in their lives.

It has struck me that all the informants have well thought-out per-

ceptions of what death will be like. When I have asked them about

it they have all had well formulated answers and metaphoric expla-

nations of what it will be like. They all state that they believe in a

day of resurrection and divine judgement sentencing humans to par-

adise, the damnation of hell or an in-between state of limbo.129 The

129 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002. 
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informants generally do not believe that the rather precise eschato-

logical descriptions that can be found in the Koran and in Islamic

tradition are symbolic or metaphoric.130 There are indeed rivers as

white as milk awaiting them in paradise.131 At the same time they

all stress that a full comprehension of the bliss in paradise can never

be gained in this world and that they therefore need metaphors to

express this thought. “This world is like a prison”, says Mohammad

Mahdi, “and death is sweeter than honey for the faithful”.132 Amir

says that: “death for a good man or a woman is like bringing a bird

out of a cage . . . [or] like bringing a diamond out of a box . . . it

is a relative dying [only]”.133 The younger Jamie, in turn, uses the

highway as a metaphor: “This life is like a road”, he says, “some-

times it is bumpy and sometimes it is a highway. Paradise is the city

to which one is going. There it is a highway all the time but one

has already reached one’s destination. Everything is filled with the

light of God.”134 Finally, Mosta'àr uses similar images to describe his

notion of death:

[Death] is a transfer, we become complete, we grow. It is like a child
in the womb that comes to this world. We are limited in this world
but there we come to a larger world and we should be prepared, it
is a long journey. We should bring the proper provisions (tushe), the
food and the clothes which we need there; we should prepare for what
comes after death. What do I mean by this? That we need to say
prayers, to be virtuous, to have sincerity (ekhlàs).135

So, the informants are all strongly convinced that death is a possi-

ble improvement that we need to prepare for in this life. Some of

them mention that feelings of trust and calmness towards one’s own

death indicate a positive outcome in the hereafter.136 However, they

admit that they are sometimes afraid and state that this may also

be good since it makes them try harder in this world.137

130 Jamie, however, is an exception in this case.
131 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
132 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002. 
133 Amir, April 30th, 2002.
134 Jamie, April 4th, 2000.
135 Mosta'àr, April 24th, 2002.
136 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001; Amir, April 30th, 2002; Jamie, April 4th,

2000.
137 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001; Amir, April 30th, 2002.
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It is apparent that the informants are very much aware of death.

This is a feature which unites their otherwise rather different per-

sonalities. Not only do they have well formulated ideas about death,

they also think a great deal about it in their everyday lives and see

it as ideal to do so. “The Imams have taught us to remember death

a lot in order to improve our lives in this world”, Mohammad Mahdi

says: “This means that at every moment we must think that we are

going to die.”138 Mohammad states that he thinks about death as

often as he can, at least every time he prays.139 'Ali Bakhtiàri does

the same:

I think of the day when they will put me in a coffin, how people will
hold me in their hands and put me in the grave. I imagine that I am
very worried about it. I say that I do not have the proper provisions
(tushe) yet, that I haven’t gathered anything for the next world.140

There are certain rituals in Shi'ite tradition that are especially designed

to help the individual remember death. Ceremonies for the remem-

brance of martyrs and prayer sessions at cemeteries or even in graves

are examples of such rituals. On several occasions I have followed

the informants to such activities and they all emphasise how beneficial

they are for spiritual and moral development.141 In addition to these

rather explicit death rituals, however, I have observed that the infor-

mants use the other, more ordinary, everyday rituals to serve the

same purpose. This observation has led me to the conclusion that

one of the major purposes of ritual in the lives of the informants is

to help them resist temptation by reminding them about their escha-

tological destination and thus to strengthen their virtue. I will show

this in the following.

The paramount ritual activity in the lives of the informants is the

daily prayer, namàz. Not only do they pray at the three142 daily times

when they are expected to do so by Islamic regulations, they also

say extra prayers as often as possible. For instance, they say prayer

immediately before retiring at night and sometimes they also get up

138 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
139 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
140 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
141 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, May 24th, 2001 and May 5th, 2002. 
142 In Shi'ite tradition prayers are said together so that the number of occasions

when one actually prays is limited to three even though there are still five series
of prayer.
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in the middle of the night to pray. As the above presentation of 'Ali

Bakhtiàri made clear, prayer is considered to be beneficial for all

kinds of problems. I will now go on to argue that one central func-

tion of their ritual activity is to help them protect their virtue and

avoid temptations.

Protection of virtue is not the only purpose of ritual. In fact, the

informants would not speak of their ritual behaviour in terms of

function at all. To them, it is an activity in its own right to remem-

ber God and to pay attention to religious commandments. Religiosity,

as they see it, is not an effect of something else, but an essential

aspect of existence as such. “God is something very great”, Amir

once told me while we were discussing this matter: “He has created

us, everything we have we have from him, the fact that we pray is

self-explanatory.”143 To speak of religion as function would therefore

be faulty in the opinion of the informants. This, in turn, does not

mean that they would deny that rituals help them to stay virtuous,

but they would not see this as the primary purpose of ritual but

rather as a positive side effect that proves the overall benefit of the

Islamic system. It is not necessary for me to discuss whether the

informants are right or not in this assumption. Metaphysical discus-

sions of that sort do not belong to studies of this genre. It is sufficient

to state that I do not exclude the possibility of other purposes of rit-

ualised activities. However, in my material it is the function of the

protection of virtue that stands out most clearly.

Ritualisation helps the informants to stay virtuous in many different

ways. To begin with, the informants believe that the rituals bring

divine protection resulting in good luck and miracles. Some of them

use pieces of cloth, amulets, rings and similar things charged with

spiritual power (barakat) from different shrines to get this protection.

More important, however, is the help that the ritual gives by draw-

ing the attention towards the divine. “Prayer”, 'Ali Bakhtiàri ascer-
tains, “draws our minds to God’s good characteristics and to the

hardships of resurrection . . . and [thus] prevents us from doing bad

things”.144 Performing this ritual makes the spirit calm according to

the informants.145 “Every time I pray”, 'Ali concludes, “the world

143 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
144 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s text, 2001.
145 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001. 
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looses its value and I become calm”.146 It is as if the ritual functions

as a constant reminder of what is really important and thus helps

to direct the attention away from the material problems that the

informants undoubtedly suffer from.

We can conclude that ritual is experienced to strengthen virtue

and piety both by invoking direct divine intervention and by draw-

ing attention to spiritual matters that make worldly matters less impor-

tant and provide calmness. I have shown that there is an orientation

towards death in both the informants’ religious beliefs and in their

ritual practice. This death orientation is connected to a more gen-

eral experience of ritual as an activity that strengthens virtue. I have

shown how ritual activity and its orientation towards death, consti-

tutes a method in the informants’ endeavour to be virtuous. It seems

that the rituals are used to charge the informants with resistance

and virtue. A quotation from 'Ali Bakhtiàri may serve as a final

illustration of this point:

When I want to go out I have to study the Koran first. I do two
genuflections of prayer and then I can go out in places where there
are lot of poorly covered women (bihejàbi ) . . . we must be careful with
our eyes and not follow our carnal soul.147

Constant Commemoration

I have chosen to label a final form of ritualisation which the infor-

mants use to protect them from temptation and strengthen their

virtue: constant commemoration. This method relates to both the

previous ones but still deserves its own heading since it entails aspects

of the informants’ lives other than their geographical mobility and

awareness of death. By constant commemoration, I want to denote

the ever ongoing endeavour to ritualise everyday life by surround-

ing oneself with objects, images and sounds that are reminders of

Islamic values.

It would be no exaggeration to say that in their everyday lives

the informants never experience being away from religious reminders.

Certainly, living in the Islamic Republic to a certain extent makes

such a situation unavoidable. Public space is often designed to con-

146 'Ali Bakhtiàri, April 24th, 2000.
147 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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stantly remind people of the governing ideology and is full of Islamic

symbols, sounds and images. Posters of martyrs, references at drink-

ing fountains to the thirst of Imam Hoseyn, amplified religious singing

and pictures of Khomeyni all remind of Islam. As I have shown the

informants are careful to avoid areas where Islamic feeling is less

prominent.

Apart from the public sphere, however, the informants are very

scrupulous about maintaining their religious awareness even in pri-

vate. Their homes are full of religious decorations. Pictures of the

Imams and the Supreme leader Khàmene"i are most common. The

informants who have televisions or radio-sets keep them on as often

as possible, depicting shows of Koran recitation, religious poetry,

political propaganda or prayer meetings of different sorts. Many of

the interviews conducted for this study were carried out with the

background noise of broadcast images from the Israeli occupation

of Palestine, the Iranian television’s Koran school for children or

sugary depictions of various Shi'ite pilgrimage sites.

Where radio or television is not available, religious cassettes of

different kinds are widely used. For instance, when travelling by car

the informants always listen to recorded religious prayers, speeches

or music if they have the opportunity. Several of them also seem to

have made it their habit to bring a religious cassette along while

travelling by bus. If the driver does not have a religious cassette of

his own they will try to convince him to put theirs on. On a few

occasions during my stay in Iran, 'Ali Bakhtiàri and Mohammad

Mahdi failed to convince drivers to change cassette. This has then

been the cause of much annoyance and frustration about moral

degeneration among people. Usually, however, bus- and taxi-drivers

have been complaisant towards the demands of the informants.148

If there are no rituals going on, no televisions available and no

religious cassettes to be played, the informants can use the tasbih

148 There is much research on the use of audio cassettes in Islamic propagation.
Charles Hirschkind, for instance, has argued that sermon cassettes in Egypt help
create a context for public discussions on Islamic virtue, contributes to the strug-
gle between tradition and modernisation and has thus shown that they constitute
an important part of the Egyptian da"vat movement. See Hirschkind 2001: 25. Philip
Halldén is another scholar who has studied audio cassettes and analysed the Islamic
rhetoric they preach and thus theorised the genre of recorded speech. See Halldén
2001. 
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(chaplet) to concentrate on their spiritual struggle. They also usually

carry small pocket Korans, prayer books or miniature cards with

prayers which they use whenever there is an opportunity. Mosta'àr
and Mohammad Mahdi, who also make their living working with

religious matters, seem to be very happy with the situation. “I work

for the economy of this life and for the afterlife at the same time”,149

Mohammad Mahdi has told me happily.

The lives of the informants are lead in constant commemoration

of Islamic values. Religious focus and remembrance is not limited

to strongly ritualised activities only but is enhanced at all times and

in all aspects of life. The informants, it can be said, do not wish to

be in an attitude of worship during regulated prayers only. Instead,

they want to live in a constant state of ritual in which their minds

are focused upon God as in prayer. It is interesting to see how this

desire is also fulfilled through extensive use of ritual ablutions.

Vozu is the ritualised washing that is carried out immediately before

the prayers are said. It is regulated in detail and is usually carried

out in the mosque’s wash-basins, which are especially designed for

the purpose. According to the Ja'fari school of law, a man who has

correctly performed the vozu is ritually pure until he goes to the lava-

tory, sleeps or ejaculates.150 After any of these acts the ablution needs

to be renewed in order for prayer to be valid. What I have found

interesting in the case of the informants is that they strive to live in

a state of unceasing ritual purity. This means that they perform rit-

ual ablutions as soon as possible after having rendered the previous

one invalid.151 Furthermore, the informants often renew their vozu
before going to sleep at night and some of them have even made

it their habit to fall asleep with their bodies genuflected in prayer,

dozing off with the head pressed to the prayer stone.

According to Mohammad Mahdi, sleeping in a state of ritual purity

is necessary since we may die in our sleep. “Sleep is the equivalent

of death”, he tells me, “and therefore we need to fall asleep with

awareness of death”.152 Sleeping in ritual purity, furthermore, is said

to “purify the soul”,153 to be the equivalent of “saying prayers until

149 Mohammad Mahdi, April 29th, 2002.
150 Bakhtiar 1996: 20–22.
151 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
152 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001. 
153 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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morning”,154 or to make angels come down to let you sleep on their

wings.155

The informants all totally agree on the benefits of ritual ablutions.

Besides the argument that this is what is prescribed in the divine

law, however, they do not know the direct practical reasons for this.

“Being clean”, Amir says, “is a part of being Muslim”,156 and he

cannot come up with more specific explanations. For me as an out-

sider, however, the constant ritual cleansing ties in well with the

informants’ general inclination to lead their lives in a continuos strug-

gle to be virtuous. As I see them, the ablutions are yet another brick

in the wall they are building to promote spiritual development by

keeping temptation away. The cleansing helps the individual to focus

on God. 'Ali Bakhtiàri has expressed this idea clearly: “To always

be with vozu is being away from the devil, a person is in control of

himself ”.157 The ablutions are felt to aid self-control. Mohammad

Mahdi has told me that he feels that the ablution is most powerful

when the dampness of the water can still be felt on his face and

hands. “Then it has more liveliness”,158 he once said. It is as if the

physical sensation of moisture in this case helps Mohammad remem-

ber and focus on the religious matters that he associates with this

feeling.

The third method to enhance virtue is the endeavour to stay in

a state of constant commemoration. I have given examples of how

this is done and shown how this endeavour is ritualised through

extensive use of ritual ablutions. In the last interview with Mohammad

Mahdi before leaving Iran in 2002, I asked him if there was some-

thing special that he thought I should put in my book in order to

make my readers understand his religion and the essence of Shi'ite
Islam. His answer relates to what has been said above about always

keeping an Islamic awareness: “[The most important thing] in Shi'ism”,

he told me, “is to be careful that you hear the voice of God for

sure. Never quieten this voice! 'Ali says that the worst torture after

resurrection comes when God rejects his servants.”159

154 Mosta'àr, April 24th, 2002.
155 Amir, April 30th, 2002.
156 Amir, April 30th, 2002.
157 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
158 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002. 
159 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002. 
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Conclusions

In this chapter I have shown that the informants of the present study

by means of ritualisation attempt to lead their lives on a path of

spiritual development and virtue. The cases of 'Ali Bakhtiàri and

Mohammad Mahdi exemplify how the informants think about this

endeavour. The greatest threats to this undertaking are different sorts

of worldly temptations and particularly those caused by sexual desires.

To stay on the right path and to prevent themselves from slipping,

the informants have developed different forms of ritualisation and

methods which remind them about God and keep them in a state

of constant awareness of their religion. Limiting their own mobility

in the public sphere is one such method, charging themselves with

resistance and an awareness of death is another, and constantly com-

memorating God a final form.

The above presentation gives an idea of the conflict that goes on

in the lives of the informants, a conflict that permeates their per-

sonal everyday lives as well as the life of the Iranian society to which

they belong. It is a conflict which concerns political power but also

a world view and an outlook on humankind. What is the goal of

human existence in this world? Should the Islamic revelation be

applied in the political administration? If so, in what way? These

are questions that deeply divide contemporary Iranian society. In the

individual experiences of my informants, however, the conflict is

broader than this. It is a struggle of good and bad that seriously

affects their lives, a struggle in which misguided carnal desires stand

against spiritual and moral development, and worldly matters against

the essentials of eternity. It is indeed experienced as a struggle that

is of fundamental importance for life and death.

I believe it is reasonable to draw certain conclusions from the dis-

cussions in this chapter. They are essentially twofold. Firstly, I con-

clude that being Muslim in the experiences of my informants, is to

embody the Islamic ideal of virtue, which happens through a process

of cross-fertilisation of culture and body. Secondly, I conclude that

the process of embodiment cannot only be understood as culture

which is subconsciously superimposed on the individual. Rather, it

should be seen as a joint venture of socialisation and a conscious

forming of self. I will now comment briefly on each of the conclusions.
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Being Muslim is to Embody Virtue

This chapter has shown that the project of being Muslim, as it is

perceived and practised by the informants, is to realise the Islamic

ideal of virtue in one’s own life. To live Islam is essentially to be

virtuous. The ideas presented by 'Ali Bakhtiàri and Mohammad

Mahdi show that this is the way they construe their religion and the

three methods, which I have sketched in order to describe their reli-

gious practice show that it is also the way they attempt to live it.

Practising Islam can be defined as embodiment since the informants’

stories display many examples of how religion affects and is effected

by the body:

Firstly, it is clear from the stories of the informants that they expe-

rience that religious activities effect the body explicitly: religious rit-

ual makes the eyes run with tears, Mohammad’s wife and Amir’s

father were physically healed through prayer, Amir suppresses his

inclination to sin by fasting,160 and 'Ali Bakhtiàri gets a headache if

he does not pray.161 There are several examples like these of con-

nections between belief and physical experience, and the informants

themselves claim to be totally convinced about the genuine charac-

ter of these experiences.162

Secondly, it is clear that the informants have incitements for reli-

gious activity that can only be perceived as caused by the body. The

physically painful depression that caused 'Ali Bakhtiàri to begin his

religious life style was, literally, experienced in the body. The sex-

ual desires that the informants have felt obliged to control through

ritual activity originate in the bodily changes of puberty and are

experienced as coming from within the body.

Thirdly, the informants’ stories reveal that physical sensations in

the body can help to trigger a religious experience. Mohammad

Mahdi’s feeling that the ritual ablution is most powerful as long as

the dampness of the water can still be felt upon his face and hands

may serve as a good example of this.

Finally, the very ritual activity by which the informants strengthen

their virtue is to a great extent a bodily practice. Islamic daily prayer

160 Amir, April 22nd, 2002.
161 'Ali Bakhtiàri, April 24th, 2000.
162 'Ali Bakhtiàri, for instance, states that “if the soul is dirty, the body also gets

sick”. 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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involves moving one’s body—prostrating oneself, standing up, sitting

down—and some of the other ritual activities, which the informants

engage in, include exhausting physical components such as chest-

beating.

Thus, I conclude that the informants’ embodiment of Islamic virtue

happens through a process of cross-fertilisation between culture and

body.163 Islam is both internalised in their bodies and used to express

and construe experiences that originate from within their bodies. In

other words it is created through a reciprocal process of conglom-

eration between a culturally conveyed interpretation of life and the

bodily experiences of individuals.

Embodiment as a Conscious Forming of Self

It has been argued that conventional ritual is a mode of behaviour

which individuals are socialised into. Ritual, it has been argued, is

not intended to express the intentions or states of mind of individuals,164

neither is it the expression of heart-felt experience or the result of

conscious choice. The material presented in this chapter puts such

understandings into question. The stories of my informants show

how they use traditional Islamic ritual in what seems to be a con-

scious and purposeful struggle to uphold virtue.

I do not mean to claim that the religious beliefs and practices of

the informants are not dependent on their social context. That is

obviously not the case. However, I do want to stress that there is a

clear element of deliberate conscious choice in their religious behav-

iour. The methods of ritualisation presented above bear witness to

this. The limits of their mobility in the public sphere is definitely

the result of a conscious choice, as is their zealous ritual activity and

their inclination to surround themselves with things that remind them

of Islam. The different methods are all inspired by Islamic regula-

tions which are taught in the mosque and in other places, but they

have been put into practice by the informants themselves in ways

that fit their specific individual needs and circumstances.

163 The notion that outward bodily behaviour shapes moral character is not new.
In Islamic tradition, such ideas have been nourished since the early days of the
Abbasid caliphate. Al-Ghazzàli, for instance, influenced by Aristotle, was of that
opinion. See Sherif 1975.

164 See, for instance, Tambiah 1985: 132. 
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Mohammad Mahdi’s desire to feel in accordance with Islamic reg-

ulations may serve as a final clarifying example of this point. Ideas,

moral values and emotions may often be the results of socialisation,

but that does not mean that its subjects are deprived of their agent.

The stories of my informants show how that which we are inclined

to interpret as a socialisation process may sometimes be chosen,

fuelled and even enforced by the objects of socialisation themselves.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE POETICS OF EMOTION

When I cry for the Ahl-e beyt it is as if two wings
grow out of my back and I fly away. I get so
happy.

Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002

Dysphoria is certainly a predominant feature of Iranian culture.

Shedding tears or expressing grief is not merely an individual demon-

stration of sadness or discomfort but also, arguably, the manifesta-

tion of a culturally inherent attitude towards human life and experience.

It is always risky to talk about cultural features in general terms.

But, although the exceptions to what is described here as Iranian

are certainly manifold and varied, it is nevertheless clear that Persian

poets and other contributors to culture have nourished the idea of

dysphoria as a key quality of what it is to be human. Hence, a per-

son who recognizes suffering as an essential aspect of life and who

is capable of experiencing and expressing feelings of misery, sorrow

and longing is considered, not primarily a depressed person in need

of therapy or medical treatment, but someone who is profoundly

wise.1 Whether this emphasis is historically is a heritage from pre-

Islamic Persian beliefs,2 a loan from Christian tradition,3 or an inven-

tion by Persian mystical poets,4 it is clear that sorrow constitutes 

the central emotion of the contemporary Shi'ite rituals which the

informants of this study so eagerly participate in. The following dis-

cussion aims to present and analyse the meaning of sorrow and

sorrow-rituals in their lives.

1 For further discussion on this topic, see, for instance, Good and Good 1988:
46.

2 Yarshater 1979: 90. 
3 Aneer 1996: 170–71.
4 Within Sufism, there is a tradition of weeping. Early ascetic Islamic mystics

where sometimes even known as ‘those who always weep’. For further discussions
on this matter see, for instance, Geels 1999: 244. For further discussions on the
influence of Persian mystical poetry, see, for instance, Aneer 1996: 171.



In chapter 3 I showed that in their everyday lives the informants

have developed different methods to keep themselves on the path of

virtue that is encouraged by Islam and preached in the mosque.

From my analytical point of view, these methods are understood as

examples of how the informants’ culture is formed through a process

of embodiment. By this I mean that their cultural expressions both

cause and are caused by bodily experience and that the body can

be approached not only as an object but also as an agent in the

construction of their culture. The informants’ methods show how

Islamic teachings impact their physical expressions, that is, how ideals

are experienced in their bodies as feelings, movements, desires, phys-

ical restrictions and so on. The process through which this happens

is partly controlled by the informants themselves. I will now direct

attention to the human phenomenon that may be the most striking

example of the connection between shared cultural ideas and indi-

vidual body, namely that of emotion.5

Emotions—such as grief, anguish or joy—are often culturally defined

in so far as they are triggered by reasons specific to culture and

reacted upon by culturally defined modes of conduct. Yet, individ-

uals experience them in the body and they cause the body to change:

to shed tears, to writhe in pain, to laugh and so on. The religious

practice of the informants is, as I have shown, very emotional in

character. In this chapter I will discuss this emotional religiosity and

its meaning in the lives and experiences of the informants. I will

show how they themselves discuss the sorrow rituals and propose

some ideas for how they can be construed. The chapter begins with

some remarks on the development of the theory of emotion in order

to give a scholarly background to my own position and analysis. A

presentation of the informants’ attitudes towards emotion and their

ritual practice in this regard follows. Special attention is then given

to the case of Amir, who has not been thoroughly presented before.

Emotion and Ritual—Some Theoretical Remarks

A human being, it has been said, is a crying animal.6 The ability

to shed tears has often been seen as a sign of humanity’s uniqueness

5 Lyon and Barbalet 1994: 48.
6 Ebersole mentions a few examples of where this is claimed. See, for instance,

Frey and Langseth 1985: 4; Gilhus 1997: 2 or Ebersole 2000: 211. 
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in relation to the animal world. But although this notion of weep-

ing has persisted remarkably well in our perception of ourselves,

shedding tears has received little attention from historians of religion

and other scholars of the humanities until the latest decades.7 Since

the late 1970’s, however, an interest in the emotional aspects of

human experience has arisen within the fields of anthropology,8 psy-

chology,9 sociology,10 philosophy,11 history,12 and gender studies.13

The reasons for this interest are manifold. To begin with, post-

structuralist thought has brought about an interest to describe and

analyse human experience from the perspective of those who live

it,14 and in doing so it has become impossible to regard emotional

experience as an unimportant side effect. Instead, emotions are being

approached as phenomena which are crucial for our understanding

of humankind. Moreover, the wave of studies on emotion can be

seen as a reaction against a materialist view of emotion that previ-

ously was (and to a certain extent still is) prevalent not only in the

natural sciences but also in the social sciences. According to such 

a materialist view, emotions are material things caused by neuro-

chemical and hormonal processes.15 Individuals and societies have to

cope with them whether they want it or not.16 The new interest in

emotion is a reaction against such a mechanical understanding of

human experiences and feelings.17

The recent interest in emotion is related to the development of

embodiment theory, which was presented in the previous chapter.

Similar to the development of theories on the body, the theory of

emotion has appeared as a response to a previously prevalent lack

of concern for that which humans experience in themselves. To be

human, these theorists argue, is to be a physical and emotional entity,

and theories that concern human life need to integrate these essential

7 Ebersole 2000: 211–12. 
8 See, for instance, Bloch 1975; Evans-Pritchard 1965; Obeyesekere 1981; Radcliffe-

Brown 1933; Rosaldo 1980, Tambiah 1985 or Turner 1969.
9 See, for instance, Averill 1982; Izard 1977 and Mandler 1984.

10 See, for instance, Hochschild 1983 and Kemper 1978.
11 See, for instance, Rorty 1980 and Solomon 1976.
12 See, for instance, Stone 1977.
13 See, for instance, Smith-Rosenberg 1975 and Lutz and White 1986: 405. 
14 Lutz and White 1986: 405.
15 See, for instance, Ekman 1980a and Lindholm 1982. 
16 Lutz and White 1986: 407.
17 Lutz and White 1986: 405.

the poetics of emotion 97



98 chapter four

aspects of human experience. The connection between body and

emotion should not, as has been the case before, be ignored or

treated only as a metaphorical connection.18

Obviously, there is no single perception of emotion in theories

presented in the latest decades. Among scholars who have dealt with

the issue one can discern a great variety of theoretical and method-

ological approaches to the matter. There are strains of materialism,

idealism, positivism, interpretivism, romanticism and rationalism,19

which all contribute to the rich and vivid character of emotional

theory as it has developed in recent decades. It is not necessary to

go through all the theoretical divergences and disputes that these

different approaches have brought about in this study. However, I

will touch upon some aspects which I find crucial to my own posi-

tion in this theoretical debate.

Universal or Cultural?

The first question, then, is whether the emotions which humans expe-

rience should be approached as universal and unchangeable phe-

nomena which are independent of culture, or as experiences which

are socially constructed and thus bound to the specific cultural envi-

ronment of the individual. Following in the footsteps of Charles

Darwin,20 ethologists and evolutionary theorists have placed them-

selves in the farthest universalist position in this discussion. Scholars

of these fields have argued that emotion is a biological system that

is shaped through evolution. It is a chemical system which deposits

patterns for distinct emotions that are shared by all human beings

and is, therefore, only superficially culturally defined.21

Although biologists may be the most enthusiastic endorsers of the

universalist position, it is necessary to mention that the idea of some

sort of unity in the human psyche regarding emotion can also be

found in psychiatric and psychodynamic studies22 as well as in anthro-

pological studies dealing with culture and personality.23 Although

18 See, for instance, Strathern 1975 and Lutz and White 1986: 407.
19 Lutz and White 1986: 406–409.
20 Darwin 1872.
21 See, for instance, Bowlby 1969, Eibl-Eibesfeldt 1980b and Ekman 1980.
22 See, for instance, Boucher and Brandt 1981.
23 Lutz and White 1986: 412.



scholars of these fields may base their claims on suppositions that

are different both from each other and from those of the biologists,

to some extent they all share the assumption that there is a unanim-

ity in human emotional experience, that this is psycho-biologically

defined and that this is something which humans have to cope with

regardless of culture.

Social constructionists, on the contrary, have questioned the under-

standing of emotions as universal and psychobiological phenomena

which humans have to cope with. Instead they have begun seeing

these as culturally constituted experiences, which are specific to sit-

uation and to the social reality of the individual.24 “Not only ideas”,

says Clifford Geertz, “but emotions too, are cultural artefacts”.25

Norbert Elias agrees, as he (unlike, for instance, Michel Foucault)

argues that emotion plays an important part in the socialisation

process of the individual. He claims that especially feelings of shame

function as an indicator of the individual’s conformity with social

standards.26

Some influential ritual theorists hold a position between the uni-

versalist and constructionist approach in this debate.27 Radcliffe-Brown

and Turner,28 for example, are scholars who have concluded, in their

studies of ritual activity, that universally shared human emotions to

a certain extent can explain the forms and processes of rituals.29

They and others have argued that a function of ritual is to allow

expression of emotions under culturally controlled circumstances.30

The understanding of emotion which such a conclusion entails is

that there is a universally shared underlying layer of emotion in

humans, but that this is expressed and experienced in ways which

are formed and filtered by culture. It is therefore necessary to speak

of two emotional strata: one which is universal, psycho-biological

and independent of culture, and another which is socially defined.

An effect of such a distinction is that studies often become focused

on the discrepancies between the emotional life of the individual and

the demands of culture.

24 Jenkins and Valiente 1994: 163 and Lutz 1988.
25 Geertz 1973: 81.
26 Elias 1978: 138.
27 Lutz and White 1986: 413.
28 See, for instance, Radcliffe-Brown 1933 and Turner 1967.
29 Lutz and White 1986: 413.
30 See, for instance, Scheff 1977 or Kracke 1981.
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In this study, I want to position myself in an in-between position

in this matter. Like Radcliffe-Brown and Turner, I consider it rea-

sonable to assume that humans have an emotional disposition which

is independent of culture. How we experience, react to and deal

with this disposition, however, is influenced by culture. Our analy-

sis of emotion, therefore, by necessity has to be approached not only

as a universal phenomenon but also as something which is cultur-

ally contextualised. The possible existence of a biologically defined

emotional disposition, therefore, does not make much difference for

our analysis.

Quest for Meaning?

Let me now continue by briefly remarking on another important

aspect within the study of emotion, namely the question of the emo-

tional meaning. It is important to ask whether it is meaningful to

pay heed to the content of the emotional experience of the indi-

vidual and to look for the cultural meaning of such experience in a

scholarly analysis of emotion. It is my opinion that it is both rele-

vant and necessary to study the emotional experience of individuals

if one wants to understand the impact of emotion in culture. From

certain points of view and for certain analyses, however, it is surely

reasonable to disregard the individuals’ experience of their emotions.

Studies that concern the universal underlying layer of emotion, for

instance, have no need for analyses of meaning since they are not

concerned with the experience of the subject. Even if they are based

on an assumption that there is no substantial meaning at all, psy-

chological or biological studies of emotion do not necessarily have

to contradict studies that deal with experienced meaning since the

aim of such studies is to investigate something different.

Historically speaking scholarly emphasis on the relevance of emo-

tional experience has developed as a reaction to the view that emo-

tion is irrational and that the emotional experiences of individuals

are irrelevant. Other scholars of emotion have argued that such views

fall back on a dichotomisation of reason and emotion that is simplified

and faulty.31 Emotion, it has been claimed, is not only uncontrolled

outbursts of affect, but also something which to a certain degree is

31 Lutz and White 1986: 417.
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consciously formed by humans in society. For this reason, it may be

considered rational under the given circumstances of a specific cul-

ture and loaded with cultural meaning.

This view of emotion, which I adhere to, is intimately connected

to a certain comprehension of culture and self, namely that the indi-

vidual has partly a culturally defined understanding of reality32 and

that emotional experience is a significant part of this. In the previ-

ous chapter, I have discussed how this understanding develops through

a process of embodiment. I have already pointed out that the exis-

tence of emotions, which both emerge from and take place within

the body, is clear evidence of the link between the body and the

social world, which the concept of embodiment intends to pinpoint.

However, besides being an illustration of embodiment emotions

are a means of expression. Through emotion an individual expresses

experience, intention, judgment and relation to his or her social

world.33 It is one of the many ways by which an individual makes

him- or herself known to others and to him- or herself. In other

words, emotion is a language of the self. To analyse emotion, then,

is a way to know culture.

When we try to understand the emotional experience of individ-

uals it is necessary to study the cultural poetics34 of emotion in the

society where the emotions are felt and expressed. By the concept

poetics of emotion I want to denote the implicit rules of emotional con-

duct and expression, which are found in the given community. What

are the aesthetics and values of affective display? What kind of emo-

tional behaviour is encouraged or is taboo? How is emotion associ-

ated to religion and politics?35 If we try to find answers to questions

such as these, we may be able to comprehend what emotion is to

those who live it. With this approach a study of emotion36 is not a

search for the underlying layer of universal emotion, nor is it an

analysis of its function or an endeavour to deconstruct its meaning.

The study of emotion, as I want to pursue it, is a venture to interpret

32 Some examples of studies that discuss this are Heelas and Lock 1981; Lee
1982; Shweder 1985; and Levy 1978.

33 For a further discussion, see Levy 1978.
34 I have borrowed the term cultural poetics from Gary Ebersole. Ebersole 2000:

213.
35 Ebersole 2000: 213; Hochschild 1979 and Hochschild 1983. 
36 Shweder 1985; Spiro 1984; and Crapanzano 1980. 



meaning in emotion as it is experienced by the culturally situated

individuals who feel them.37

Ritual Function or Meaning?

As I have already mentioned, special attention has been directed to

emotion within the scholarly field of ritual studies. Within this field,

the discussion about meaning has become especially important since

emphasis on meaning, in a way, has become a counterbalance to a

previously predominant emphasis on function. The crucial discussion

concerns whether ritual should be understood as a type of conven-

tional behaviour with certain functions within a community or whether

it should be approached as an act of communication, which expresses

meaning. Scholars like Clifford Geertz, Edmond Leach and Stanley

Tambiah have been important advocates of the latter approach and

have proposed that the role of the scholar is to decipher and inter-

pret cultural meaning in ritual rather than to find underlying functions.

Concerning the functionalist comprehension of ritual conduct,

however, scholars have provided different answers as to what the

central function of such behaviour may be. This is not the place to

explore these theories in depth. However, I will briefly mention some

analyses that have been presented in order to explain the function

of sorrow rituals. One classic understanding in this field is that the

function of such rituals is to channel anti-social qualities within a

community. Radcliffe-Brown, for instance, presents this analysis and

argues that sorrow rituals provide emotional relief for practitioners

allowing them to express otherwise forbidden feelings.38 Victor Turner

follows the same line of argument. He refers to depth psychology

and proposes that the societal order in which religious performances

take place is legitimated and vitalised with the energy of previously

forbidden, powerful and repressed emotions when these are chan-

nelled in rituals.39

Another answer to the question of ritual function is social protest.

Through ritual weeping, according to this understanding, disadvan-

taged groups have been able to express their dissatisfaction and
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37 Lutz and White 1986: 412.
38 Radcliffe-Brown 1933: 240–41.
39 Turner 1969: 52–53 and Scheff 1977.



thereby strengthened their identity towards other groups. Not least

Shi'ite Moharram processions and other sorrow rituals have been

analysed in this way,40 but also women’s ritualised weeping in different

cultures have been interpreted as a way of expressing social protest

against discrimination,41 or as a way to buy status in patriarchal

societies.42

Although I find these and other functionalist ideas elucidating, in

this study I do not intend to discuss ritual function in the way they

propose. Instead, my ambition, as I have previously stated, is to

search for the cultural meanings of the rituals performed by my

informants. In making that choice, I also position myself in another

discussion among ritual theorists and discuss whether ritualised sor-

row has to do with true emotion or not.

True or False Tears?

A classic understanding among scholars of religion has been that rit-

ualised sorrow among so-called primitives lack real emotion. James

Frazer, who commented very briefly on the matter43 considered rit-

ual weeping a simple formality that had nothing to do with true sor-

row or grief.44 Emile Durkheim drew similar conclusions concerning

the ritual weeping of Australian aboriginals whom he studied about.

“If the relations weep, lament, mutilate themselves”, Durkheim con-

cluded, “it is not because they feel themselves personally affected by

the death of their kinsman . . . it is a duty imposed by the group”.45

Although Durkheim acknowledged the existence of an individual

ontology of emotion besides the social one,46 he was entirely unin-

terested in individual persons and narratives since these did not con-

tribute to his sociological understanding of human society.47 A similar

view is expressed by Radcliffe-Brown in his famous work on the

Andaman islanders48 as well as by Stanley Tambiah who holds that

40 See, for instance, Schubel 1993. 
41 See Egnor 1986: 297.
42 See, for instance, Auerbach 1987: 28.
43 Ebersole 2000: 212.
44 Frazer 1923: 238.
45 Durkheim 1965: 442–443.
46 Durkheim 1965. 
47 Ebersole 2000: 235.
48 Radcliffe-Brown 1933: 239–40.
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ritual as conventionalised behaviour is not intended to express emo-

tion in a spontaneous or natural manner since that would threaten

the order which he sees as a central aspect of ritual.49 Tambiah

argues that unlike ordinary acts, which express attitudes and feelings

directly the stereotyped behaviour of ritual expresses attitudes and

feelings which are congenial to an ongoing institutionalised inter-

course.50 Therefore it should not be understood as a “free expres-

sion of emotions, but a disciplined rehearsal of ‘right attitudes’”.51

The distinction which the above-mentioned scholars make between

true and false emotions definitely clarifies some important points regard-

ing ritual behaviour. There are, however, some problems that arise

from such a distinction. To begin with, it has been pointed out that

the very distinction between real and false tears is western and by

no means universal.52 Gary Ebersole, among others, has argued that

the very idea that tears need to be spontaneous in order to be true

or valid is a result of enlightenment universalism and bourgeois indi-

vidualism and that it is faulty to apply it to other cultures.53 Moreover,

the above-mentioned scholars can be criticized for not paying enough

attention to individual variations within the framework of conven-

tional rituals of sorrow. Durkheim and others have been criticized

for having a stereotypic understanding of “primitive” peoples in this

regard.54 For instance they treat all Australian aboriginals as a homo-

geneous group.55 This is not only ignorant but also analytically faulty.

It has rightly been argued that individuals can manipulate and take

advantage of the social expectations for their own intents and pur-

poses. Shedding tears, for instance, can be an act of individual com-

munication, a sign of a moral relationship, an expression of sympathy

and so forth, even if it is carried out within the framework of insti-

tutionalised religion. The lack of interest in individual variations and

narratives has caused scholars to disregard such aspects and to over-

look them.

49 Tambiah 1985: 132. 
50 Mahmood 2001a: 833, Tambiah 1985: 132. 
51 Tambiah 1985: 134. 
52 Ebersole 2000: 213.
53 Ebersole 2000: 214.
54 See, for instance, Ebersole 2000: 236.
55 Durkheim thought, for instance, that all mourning rituals were the same in

Australia. Durkheim 1965: 437–38.
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My Position

I have touched upon some issues which I find relevant for the fol-

lowing discussion on emotion and ritual. With regard to the ques-

tion of universality I join the in-between position which does not

deny the existence of an underlying layer of emotion common to all

humans but which emphasises the importance of the societal context

in the shaping of individual experience and expression of this layer.

Emotion as we know it is a product and expression of culture.

The notion that emotional experience can be studied in order to

learn about culture follows from this viewpoint. Culture, as I define

it, is essentially systems of meaning and emotional experience is one

mode of communication through which cultural meaning can be

conveyed to the self and to others. For this reason I have chosen

to focus my study on the cultural meaning of emotional experience

rather than on its possible hidden functions.

In my approach to the above-discussed genuineness of sorrow rit-

uals, I follow the American anthropologist Saba Mahmood. Similarly

to Ebersole, she has criticised the distinction between true and false

emotion. Based on experiences from field work in an Egyptian mosque

she argues that the border between what one feels and what one is

expected to feel is vague.56 She points out that both Tambiah’s notion

that ritual is not an expression of true emotion57 and Turner’s idea

that it functions as a means of emotional relief are simplified. She

bases her arguments on the conscious discussions on the matter which

take place among the ritual participants themselves. The group she

has studied consciously choose to take part in rituals in order to

shape their character or have an outlet for their emotions. At the

same time, however, Mahmood points out that there is an under-

standing within the group that rituals should not be used as a means

of emotional discharge.58 In fact, if tears are shed for other reasons

than the religious ones defined by the authorities, the ritual is ren-

dered invalid (bàtel) according to Islamic law.59 For this reason both

56 Mahmood 2001a: 844–5. 
57 See Tambiah 1985. Similar understandings have been put forth by others.

See, for instance, Bloch 1975.
58 Mahmood 2001a: 833. 
59 Mahmood 2001a: 843. For further discussions on this issue, see Bowen 1997:

157–181. 
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the perspectives of Tambiah or Turner fail to describe the ritual

experience of these particular women.

Methodologically Mahmood has shown how paying attention to

an insider comprehensions of ritual activity can contribute to our

understanding of how it works. If one intends to understand cultural

meaning it is important to investigate how culturally situated indi-

viduals experience emotion. This has to be done with consideration

for the assumption that the relation between conventional behaviour

and individual emotion is not fixed,60 but rather something that

fluctuates in individuals and in time. In the following discussion I

intend to use the approach defined by Mahmood and, therefore, the

first thing I need to do is to present the informants’ comprehension

of the sorrow rituals in which they take part. By doing this, I hope

to elucidate some aspect of cultural meaning which my informants

appreciate in their emotional experience, namely the aspects which

they have been able to verbalise and communicate to me in our

conversations—their emotional poetics.

The Bliss of Sorrow

Although there may be many individual exceptions, it is true that

Iranian culture has nourished the idea that the emotional state of

sadness is an expression of personal depth ('omq).61 With Hoseyn’s

suffering at Karbalà as the foremost example,62 the ideal personal-

ity is characterised by sensibility to the tragic aspects of life,63 recep-

tivity for the existential uncertainty that is part of being human,64

and internal calm (safà-ye bàten) in facing the harshness of this world.65

60 In this I am inspired by Gary Ebersole and Saba Mahmood. See Ebersole
2000: 214, and Mahmood 2001a: 844. 

61 Good and Good 1988: 52.
62 For a thorough semantic and narrative analysis of this myth, see Bromberger

1979.
63 Some have argued that this focus on sorrow is a result of the cultural dual-

ity in Persian tradition in which that which is internal, private and pure is seen as
opposed and hierarchically superior to that which is external, public and conven-
tional. It is the core that houses true feelings and constitutes the true personality.
See, for instance, Bateson et al. 1977; Beeman 1982 or Good, Good and Moradi
1985.

64 Good and Good 1988: 52. 
65 Bateson et al. 1977.
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It has been argued that the humorous complements to this focus on

sorrow in Iranian culture were suppressed by the Islamic revolu-

tion.66 The cultural climate in post-revolutionary Iran, it has been

argued, is exceedingly sorrow-oriented in comparison to other peri-

ods of Iranian history.

It is necessary to keep this cultural heritage in mind while trying

to understand the attitudes towards emotion which are held by the

informants, for they too are parts of Persian culture and keepers of

its heritage. For instance, they all read and enjoy classical Persian

poetry. It has not been uncommon in our discussions that my ques-

tions have been answered with quotations from the works of Sa'di,

Hàfez or Rumi67 and some of them also write their own poetry using

the metaphoric language of Persian mystical lyrics. In these poems,

as well as in their ordinary speech, the informants elevate calmness

and sorrow as the prime features of an ideal character. In their

understanding sorrow, in accordance with Persian tradition, is not

mere grief or distress. Rather, it is the expression of personal depth

that comes from true wisdom and a closeness to God. Paradoxically,

in a way it is a form of bliss. The perfect human being is calm, sad

and blissful. When speaking about Imam Khomeyni, for instance,

his seriousness and emotional calm is often brought up as examples

of his perfection. Mosta'àr once told me about the day when Khomeyni

received the news of his son’s death. What Mosta'àr said on this

occasion may serve as an initial example of the informants’ under-

standing of the ideal of religious sadness, which I will discuss in the

following:

If someone understands and performs Islam . . . that person is always
calm and happy even when s/he cries. Imam had a son, Hàjji àqà
Mostafa, who was very knowledgeable, I have read his book and he
was a great scholar. Imam did not get so sad when he was killed. He
was teaching when he was informed about it, he simply said ‘ok’, then
he finished the class and went to the mourning ceremony. But he cried
for God and he enjoyed.68

66 Previously some have argued that the tragedies of the ta'zie were counteracted
by the cynical humour of the traditional comedy. See, for instance, Good and Good
1988: 59 or Beeman 1982, chapters 6 and 8.

67 See, for instance, 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
68 Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002.
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Islam, Suffering and Sorrow

The views of the informants regarding religious sorrow have to be

understood with regard to their religious and cultural environment.

The authorities of their mosque strongly encourage religious emo-

tions. Since the revolution it has been propagated that to weep, to

pretend to weep and to make others weep for religious causes will

give a reward in heaven.69 When I have asked the informants whether

they consider Islam to be an especially sorrowful religion, however,

the answer has always been that Islam includes both joy and sor-

row and that no general labelling of its mood can be imposed.70

This statement must be taken into consideration and I shall return

to the view of Islam as a balanced middle-way later on. However,

before that I will present what the informants do say about the reli-

gious weeping that preoccupies their religious lives on a weekly, and

during some periods on a daily, basis.

To begin with, the informants are eager to emphasise that there

are essentially two kinds of crying: crying that is caused by personal

sorrow and crying that is for God. At best, the informants argue,71

the tears, which are shed at the ritual lamentations at the mosque

have nothing to do with the personal problems of those who cry 

but are rather triggered by the joy of reaching out to God and the

Ahl-e beyt.72 “Crying has two purposes”, says Mohammad Mahdi,

“one is for your problems and sorrows, but be sure that the minute

we are crying for Zahrà there is no sorrow in our heart, we are

happy . . . It is true that they read rowze but we become happy

because of it and not sad”.73

Provided, then, that the crying is of the latter type—that is: that

it is for God74 or the Ahl-e beyt75 and not for personal sorrow;76 that

it is carried out with true feeling and with a pure heart77 and that

69 For further discussion on the encouragement to weep see, for instance, Good
and Good 1988: 52.

70 See, for instance, Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001 and 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
71 In this discussion, as in the previous chapter, the older Jamie is excluded.
72 Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2001.
73 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
74 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
75 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001. 
76 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001 and May 5th, 2002.
77 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001. 
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it is done with an attitude of subservience to the will of God78—it

is considered to be beneficial in a number of ways.

When discussing these matters, the opinions of the informants

remarkably conform with one another. Although their emphases may

vary, their ideas about what religious weeping should be are very

similar. The main purpose of the weeping, they hold, is to purify

the soul.79 The informants believe that God forgives the sins of those

who approach him in tears80 and, from knowing and feeling this,

the soul is at peace and becomes calm.81 The informants describe

ritual weeping as a form of spiritual enjoyment.82 It is striking that

they all describe this enjoyment with the metaphor of flying. “When

I cry for Ahl-e beyt”, Mohammad Mahdi says, “it is as if two wings

grow out of my back and I fly away”.83 The other informants use

similar expressions: “crying is like flying”, Mosta'àr ascertains,84 and

“weeping for Hoseyn is the flight of the soul”, according to 'Ali

Bakhtiàri.85 The informants suggest that the tears they shed in the

sorrow rituals are not caused by sorrow. On the contrary, they are

tears of joy,86 which bring sorrow out of the body87 and create hap-

piness and relief 88 in a way that restores human beings. “Do'à-ye
Komeyl”, 'Ali says, “is something which pulls a person upwards, it

makes me happy”.89

Besides causing peace and happiness, the informants think that

the ritual weeping makes them work harder and become more lov-

ing towards other people.90 It is also believed to create benefits in

this world and in the hereafter. “One tear”, Amir has been told, “is

equal to a thousand years of praying”.91 It will cause worldly wishes

78 Mosta'àr, May 18th, 2001.
79 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001; 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002; Mosta'àr, May 18th,

2001.
80 Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002; Mosta'àr, May 18th, 2001.
81 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001; Amir, April 4th, 2002.
82 Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002.
83 Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002.
84 Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002.
85 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001; 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 12th, 2001.
86 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001. 
87 Mosta'àr, May 18th, 2001.
88 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001 and May 5th, 2002; 'Ali Bakhtiàri May

11th, 2001.
89 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
90 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001; Mosta'àr, May 18th, 2001.
91 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
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to be fulfilled92 and will make God solve one’s problems and create

a brighter future in this life.93 It will also hasten the return of Imam

Mahdi94 and bring reward for the faithful in the other world.95

In the informants’ lucid descriptions of their ritual weeping, an

understanding of God and a theodicy can be perceived. The infor-

mants believe that their tears will create some different kinds of mate-

rial and eschatological reimbursement. My impression is that these

benefits are seen as positive bonus effects of their activity. However,

as the informants see it the central purpose of the ritual weeping,

and indeed of religious life in general is to communicate with God

and the holy family of the Ahl-e beyt. “We go to the rowze for a rela-

tionship”, Mohammad Mahdi puts it.96 In his view, the purpose of

going to sorrow rituals is to build a relationship with God. He told

me once that the most important thing is that one must be careful

to hear the voice of God and that one must not quieten this voice

in one’s life.97 I think this notion is also what he had in mind when

he defined the prime purpose of the sorrow rituals as building a

relationship. To cry for God, Mohammad feels, is to let God live

in one’s life. Therefore, it has often been repeated by the informants

that it is not really the believers themselves who cry, but God who

cries through them.98 To weep for the Ahl-e beyt in any of the numer-

ous prayer meetings at the mosque is believed to be a way of sub-

mitting to God, to listen to God’s voice and to let God do his work

in one’s life.

This understanding, arguably, entails an outlook on the meaning

of suffering in human experience, a theodicy. It is true that the infor-

mants state that their sorrow rituals provide a form of enjoyment.

Still it is obvious that somehow they also connect to suffering. For

example, the stories which are told are about death, pain and injus-

tice and the prime activity of the participants in the rituals is to beat

their chests and sob. We can conclude that the informants believe

that the relationship with God which they have experienced and

92 Amir, August 8th, 1999.
93 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
94 Mosta'àr, May 18th, 2001.
95 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
96 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002; Amir, April 4th, 2002.
97 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
98 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001.
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heard about, can best be established in a state of sorrow. This is

true especially if the sorrow is caused by remembrance of and lament-

ing for the sufferings of Ahl-e beyt.
It is my impression that this view of sorrow as meaningful is expe-

rienced by the informants as central to a Shi'ite outlook on life.

When we have spoken about it this is also what they have told me.

“Theologically speaking”, Jamie said before he abandoned his reli-

gion, “we are most true when we are in sorrow”.99 Mohammad

Mahdi concluded that suffering is a necessity in human life, and 'Ali

Bakhtiàri once said that suffering is the most important thing in his

life.100 “Human life is hard and tragic”, he felt, “but we can defeat

it and be victorious if we succumb . . . but we need suffering to

grow”. Suffering, in 'Ali’s and the other’s view, is necessary and con-

structive. It is an unavoidable part of the human experience in this

world to which we should succumb. Referring to the Koran, 'Ali

once explained his understanding by likening the human spirit to an

ocean: “The human spirit is like an ocean that can never be filled

and therefore humans always hunger for more”.101 This view of

suffering which is held by the informants can be summarised thus:

Because of their insatiable hunger humans can never be satisfied in

this world and therefore have to suffer. But, by succumbing to this

emotion and by directing it towards God and the Ahl-e beyt in the

sorrow rituals, they can defeat it and find peace.

The informants’ view of suffering and sorrow corresponds, as I

have shown, to their views on life style and ritual activity. The infor-

mants think that life should not be easy-going or good-humoured

but should instead be led seriously in constant awareness of God.

For this reason laughter, for instance, is something they feel very

sceptical about. Certainly kindness and happiness are highly valued

characteristics in a person, but to roar with laughter is considered

inappropriate and sometimes even devilish. “It is not good for the

soul to laugh a lot”, 'Ali tells me, “the soul becomes black and sick

from the laughter, it looses its power”.102 Mosta'àr says that “laugh-

ter makes you think less of God”103 and Mohammad refers to the

99 Jamie, September 2nd, 1999.
100 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
101 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
102 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
103 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
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example of the Prophet who laughed only gently “so that his teeth

did not show”.104 The ideal is to be emotionally controlled, espe-

cially when expressing joy. There is an obvious focus on sorrowful

emotions in the informants’ practice, but the ideal they emphasise

is one of calmness and moderation. Imam 'Ali, Jamie points out,

once said: “if you are happy or depressed, go to the graveyard and

you will become calm and moderate”.105 In the eyes of the infor-

mants this is one of the main objectives of the focus on sorrow in

their religion.

Having said something about what the informants think about

sorrow and suffering, it is necessary to add something about their

ideas concerning the holy family of the Shi'ites before continuing

the discussion.

The Ahl-e beyt

As has been pointed out by many, the Ahl-e beyt constitute the fore-

most example of virtue in Twelver Shi'ism.106 This is also true in

the lives of the informants. Their ideas about the historical Ahl-e beyt
are aligned with the historiography which is taught in the mosque

and shared by most Twelver Shi'ites today. This is not the place to

give further details about these ideas. Suffice it to say that the infor-

mants believe that the fourteen infallibles107 were and are perfect

humans, chosen by God to be the leaders of humanity until the day

of resurrection.108 Through these leaders, and particularly through

the martyrdom of Imam Hoseyn in Karbalà, Islam has been kept

intact through history.109 However, it is more important for this dis-

cussion is to deal with the role which the informants feel that the

Ahl-e beyt has in their lives today. It is the Ahl-e beyt who make up

the cause and object of the informants’ tears when they cry at the

sorrow rituals.

The informants use different metaphors to explain the role of

Ahl-e beyt in their lives. Amir, for instance, says that they are like a

104 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001.
105 Jamie, September 2nd, 1999.
106 See, for instance, Good and Good 1988: 51.
107 That is, the Prophet Mohammad, his daughter Fàteme and the twelve Imams. 
108 See, for instance, 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 12th, 2001.
109 See, for instance, Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
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strong rope between him and God, which can make him prosper-

ous and fortunate and prevent him from doing bad things provided

that he maintains a strong relationship to it. He also uses the expres-

sion moving Koran to explain how the Ahl-e beyt complete the revela-

tion available in the Koran through their teaching.110 'Ali Bakhtiàri
likens Ahl-e beyt to a vessel. “Ahl-e beyt is like a ship”, he tells me,

“and if one is on that ship one will never die”.111 Mosta'àr empha-

sises the greatness of the holy family: “Everything is in their hands”,

he states, “our life and our religion . . . they are everywhere, they

see everything in this world and the other worlds. They are not lim-

ited to our world, not just to our galaxy and stars. They also see

other far away places, very far away.”112

The informants believe that the Ahl-e beyt, except Imam Mahdi

who is still alive, are now in paradise.113 From there they intercede

in the informants’ lives and help them in different ways. Medical

problems are healed through their intercession and with the angels

they watch over those who remember them.114 They help strength-

ening spiritual powers in human’ hearts115 and give them a feeling

of peace.116 For this reason it is important and necessary to keep

one’s mind in constant remembrance of them and of the tragedies

which they had to suffer in this world.

I have presented some notions which are central in the informants’

own understanding of what the sorrow rituals mean in their lives

and why they are important. I have shown that they emphasise that

tears shed in sorrow rituals are tears of joy rather than sorrow. They

are the tears that come from building a relationship with God, and

to do this is the main purpose of ritual weeping according to the

informants. I have also discussed how this view implies an accep-

tance of suffering as something constructive and necessary in human

life, and an understanding that if we yield to this truth humans can

become spiritually calm and peaceful just as the informants’ ideal

role models. The way to do this is by remembering the lives and

110 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
111 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
112 Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002.
113 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
114 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001. 
115 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001; Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001. 
116 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 12th, 2001.
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sufferings of the Ahl-e beyt and to obtain their aid. Having summarised

the informants’ verbalised ideas in these matters, it is time to move

on to the aspects of cultural meaning, which have not been ver-

balised—that is, the meaning which is expressed and experienced in

their practice.

Ritualised Practice

I have asked myself, what do the informants do when they let them-

selves be overwhelmed by emotion in the rituals of sorrow? I have

shown that, when reasoning about these rituals, they clearly empha-

sise their benefits and express a desire to let themselves be emo-

tionally involved. But so far I have said nothing about the self-suggestive

methods, which they use in order to make this happen. In the fol-

lowing, I will present some components which enable the informants

to relieve their emotions and to cry at the lamentation gatherings

in the mosque. I will pinpoint four components which I have found

in my material. I have labelled these: Sorrowful context, bodily sen-

sation, personal thoughts and remembrance and identification with

the Ahl-e beyt. I will now discuss each of them.

Context of Sorrow

The religious authorities in the mosque encourage and promote weep-

ing among visitors. Indeed, the prayer leaders’ words sometimes indi-

cate that the very purpose of the prayer meetings is to make people

cry. Shedding tears at these meetings, hence, is what is expected and

encouraged. The fact that people who do not cry at these gather-

ings tend to hide their faces in their hands as if they cry is significant

in this regard. There is a certain mode of behaviour, which is expected

at these gatherings, and shedding tears is the most central feature

of this behaviour. Arguably, such expectations facilitate crying for

the participants.

In addition to the expectation to shed tears, there is a notion of

the ideal personality, which I have discussed above. The informants

consider the ideal person to be calm, sad and blissful. There is cer-

tain a aesthetics in such a personality which is extensively repro-

duced through posters, postcards, stickers and other printed matter

showing pictures of Ahl-e beyt. These pictures—often kitsch-like in

style and design—are very popular. They are sold on the streets and
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in the mosque and can be found in the homes of all the informants.

I mention these pictures here because they often portray the ideal

heroes of Ahl-e beyt crying and thus encourage the shedding of tears.

For example, the pictures may show Imam 'Ali comforting his cry-

ing children with tears rolling down his own cheeks or Hoseyn’s sis-

ter, the Lady Zeynab, lamenting her brother’s death with other

women and children at Karbalà.
The sorrow gatherings at the mosque are designed and framed in

such a way that the feelings of sadness and religious bliss, which are

promoted by the authorities and portrayed in the pictures, are made

present. The sounds of the lamenting prayers vibrate with religious

and sorrowful connotations, the lights are dimmed and the air is

often sprayed with rosewater so that a scent of flowers spreads among

those who have gathered to cry. In Iranian tradition rosewater is

used to clean graves at cemeteries and is associated by many Iranians

with the gardens of paradise. In these ways the ritual context of the

sorrow gatherings is designed, deliberately, to facilitate religious emo-

tion and weeping.

Bodily Sensations

The ritual context is social. It creates conditions which all partici-

pants at the mosque have to deal with. But there are also compo-

nents in the sorrow rituals which are individual, that is, components

which in themselves facilitate emotional relief independent of the

social context. An important category of such components is physi-

cal sensations in the body. In the previous chapter I have shown

that the informants feel that bodily sensations can help trigger religious

experiences, and I now intend to follow up on that discussion by

giving a few examples of how this happens in the rituals of sorrow.

The vozu is a good example. When the water of ritual ablution is

felt on the face the informants say they feel that it is more power-

ful.117 Arguably, the cooling dampness of the water is associated with

religious feelings and along with other components helps to trigger

the desired emotions of sorrow and bliss. The body posture of the

participants in the rituals is another example. For instance, at Do'à-
ye Komeyl it is customary that the listeners sit in a huddled up position

117 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2002.
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with bent necks and their eyes facing downwards. One could argue

that it is the crouching position of someone in pain or agony, a

position which signals a desire to belittle oneself which can be seen

as yet another component to help trigger sorrowful emotion. Body

movements may serve as a final example of bodily sensations with

emotional effects. In the sorrow rituals certain regulated movements

are included. The participants are sometimes expected to stand up,

hold their hands on their heads, bow forward, et cetera. Besides

being movements known from ordinary prayer, some of these ges-

tures are known as expressions of desperation and grief in Iranian

culture. To hold a hand on one’s head, for instance, clearly has such

a connotation. However, the most obvious gesture is chest beating.

The rhythmic beating of one’s chest or forehead is a major com-

ponent in some sorrow gatherings and a minor one in most of them.

It can be done individually or collectively under the leadership of

the prayer leader. Besides bringing one’s attention to sorrow, these

chest beatings may work as suggestive techniques which help to

weaken psychological defences and to facilitate strong outbursts of

emotion.118 They constitute an important component in the rituals

of sorrow.119

Personal Thoughts

Let me now leave the external and physical components in order to

continue to those which take place in the minds of the informants

when they are attending sorrow rituals. All informants state that they

think about sorrowful things. They know that these have a strong

emotional bearing on them when they cry at the rituals. This is yet

another technique they use to reach the sorrowful state towards which

they strive. What they think of varies from person to person. Mosta'àr,
for instance, says that he may think of a little persecuted Palestinian

girl and cry for her,120 while 'Ali Bakhtiàri thinks about the soldiers

who were lost in the war with Iraq.121 It is also common, however,

118 See, for instance, Geels 1999: 247.
119 This is not the place to explore the historical development of such techniques

in Islamic tradition, but it is worth mentioning that zekr and other suggestive meth-
ods have developed through a long history, not least within Sufism. 

120 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
121 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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that they think about their own situation, their needs in life, their

problems, how they can become better people and, not least, about

their own deaths.122

There can be no doubt that the informants’ lives are full of prob-

lems. When I have asked them about it, they have often empha-

sised that their spiritual problems (moshkelàt-e ma'navi) are the most

important. “The fact that I am a sinner”, Mosta'àr answers when I

ask him to define his biggest problem.123 “That I have got to know

myself spiritually at such a late stage” is 'Ali Bakhtiàri’s answer to

the same question,124 and Mohammad Mahdi says that the fact that

he is “alienated from God” is his main problem.125 Besides these reli-

giously oriented problems, however, there is an abundance of worldly

difficulties in the everyday lives of the informants. Previous presen-

tations may have given a hint of these and here I will only men-

tion them in brief. To begin with, 'Ali Bakhtiàri, Mosta'àr and

Mohammad suffer severe economic problems,126 especially 'Ali, who

lives almost below subsistence level. The stress, which comes from

not having the financial resources to provide even the most basic

necessities for one’s family, is ever present in their lives. On top of

this overwhelming problem are the individual sorrows which the

informants have had to suffer: 'Ali’s depression and psychological

problems; Jamie’s loss of his wife and father; Mohammad Mahdi’s

loss of a child and his wife’s disease; Mosta'àr’s difficult relationship

to his parents and Amir’s problems of youth.

It is plausible that the tensions which these problems cause in the

lives of the informants are somewhat relieved when they cry at the

sorrow ceremonies. The informants also ascertain that this is the

case. Mosta'àr expresses his view on the matter with the following

words:

When life is hard and people are under pressure they understand that
they need to go to God. But when they have everything they forget.
Like children: when they have snacks and chocolate, they eat and
don’t care about their parents. But the reality is that they need their

122 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
123 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
124 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
125 Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001. 
126 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001; 'Ali Bakhtiàri, April 15th, 2000; Mohammad

Mahdi, May 31st, 2001. 
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parents and when they are lost or alone they will not want snacks
anymore, but their parents. ‘Where is our father?’ They will shout,
‘We want our mother!’127

According to Mosta'àr, problems make people focus on their real

need for God and it is clear that these personal thoughts help the

informants reach the desired emotional state and therefore rightly

can be seen as components which enable them to cry. However, it

would be faulty if I were to claim without further discussion that

they cry at these ceremonies only because they think about their

own personal sorrows. This would be a flawed conclusion because

all of them emphasise that the tears of the sorrow rituals must and

should be shed for God or the Ahl-e beyt. They have to be tears of

the second category distinguished above, i.e. not tears of sorrow but

tears or religious bliss and joy. If they are not, the informants claim

that they are spiritually worthless and bring no benefit or improve-

ment in their relationship with God. However, this does not mean

that the thoughts cannot relate to the personal lives of the ritual

participants. On the contrary, the informants consider it good if they

do so. However, they should do it in a way which connects their

own situation to God or the Ahl-e beyt. Hence, when 'Ali Bakhtiàri
thinks of his own death, he pictures his soul when it rises from the

grave and imagines how the Ahl-e beyt saves it, like a ship which

saves a castaway. When he thinks about his problems, he also thinks

that the only solution to these is to seek refuge in the holy family

and to “tread their path”.128

The kind of thoughts which no doubt are most common, and

which the informants have stressed most forcefully in our conversa-

tions, are the thoughts which consist of remembering and identify-

ing with the tragedies of the Ahl-e beyt. I will now go on to say

something about these.

Remembrance and Identification with the Ahl-e beyt

Earlier I have shown that the major purpose of the lamentations is

to cause the listeners to identify with the holy family of Ahl-e beyt
and thereby to give them the opportunity for emotional relief and

spiritual development.

127 Mosta'àr, April 23rd, 2002.
128 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
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When I have asked the informants what they think when they cry

at the sorrow meetings, they usually say that they think about the

tragedies of their Imams and their families: about Hoseyn at Karbalà,
how lonely he was;129 about Fàteme Zahrà, how she suffered;130 about

Imam Mahdi. They pray for God to help him.131 They think about

their own insignificance and sinfulness in comparison to the infalli-

ble Ahl-e beyt and yearn to become more virtuous so that they can

come closer to them. The informants claim that the tears they shed

at these meetings are caused by the feeling of inferiority and yearn-

ing, which arises naturally when one listens to the tragic stories of

the Ahl-e beyt.132

Although it is crucial that the informants’ claims in this matter

are taken into consideration when we try to understand the cultural

meaning of their sorrow rituals the above discussion has shown that

they are not sufficient. When it comes to their thoughts about the

Ahl-e beyt I have tried to investigate whether the different legendary

tragedies correspond to the personal sorrows and problems of the

individual informants.

It is clear that the extensive assortment of tragedies correspond to

many different problems which the ritual participants may have to

deal with in their own lives. The tragedies depict most kinds of fam-

ily relationships and bring up sorrowful events which can occur in

them. Thus, the story of Imam 'Ali and Fàteme Zahrà and their

tragic destiny describes the sorrows of loosing one’s wife; just as the

story about Lady Zeynab’s struggle after her brother’s death at

Karbalà portrays the loss of a close relative in war; or the tragedy

of Hoseyn’s infant son 'Ali Asghar, who was killed while dying of

thirst, is an example of what it is like to loose a child. The different

tragedies mirror examples of stories about the loss of a wife, a hus-

band, a father, a mother, a child, a grandchild and unborn children

and also portray experiences of harassment, fear of death, childbirth

and loneliness. It is reasonable to assume that people who listen to

these stories and cry to some degree relate their content to their

own situation and identify with the characters in the tragedies. The

129 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
130 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
131 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001. 
132 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
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eight-year-long war with Iraq caused numerous casualties on the

Iranian side, and most of the people in the mosque have at least

some relative who was killed in it. Likewise, most human beings

experience the loss of a parent and, from time to time, feel lonely

and forsaken. The tragedies of the Ahl-e beyt connect to all these

aspects of human experience and hence relate, directly, to the situ-

ation of the informants.

When I have asked them about this, however, some of them have

denied that there could be any such thing as identification. 'Ali

Bakhtiàri, for example, says that he identifies with all Muslims through-

out history and that the Ahl-e beyt are not different in that regard.133

Similarly, Amir says that he does not recognize his own problems

in the stories of the Ahl-e beyt at all.134

A somewhat contrary picture appears, however, when I have asked

the informants which tragedies they find most touching. Their answers

to this question indicate that there is a correlation between the con-

tent of the tragedies and the individual destinies of the informants.

Mohammad Mahdi, for instance, who is the father of a small child,

does not hesitate to single out the story about Hoseyn’s infant son

'Ali Asghar as the one which moves him most deeply. “To me the

story of . . . 'Ali Asghar [is the best]”, he concludes:

He was only six months old. He was thirsty but his mother had no
milk left for him. She tried to sooth him with a stone and to put him
in a dried riverbed, but nothing helped. They showed him to the
enemy and they shot him. After he was buried, they also took his
head.135

The story of the inconsolable and suffering infant is the one which

moves Mohammad Mahdi most deeply. Mohammad agrees that it

is easier to cry for Ahl-e beyt for someone who has himself lost a dear

one136 as he himself also has. When I first met him in 1999, he and

his wife had recently lost a child through a miscarriage and it is my

impression that this experience, along with the later experience of

being the father of a small child, is significant for his choice of

favourite tragedy. A similar connection between a life situation and

133 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
134 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
135 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001. 
136 Mohammad Mahdi, May 5th, 2001.
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a favourite tragedy can be found in the case of 'Ali Bakhtiàri, who

mentions the suffering of the young as especially touching for him,137

or with Jamie, whose most zealous ritual activity after he had lost

his wife in 1999 consisted of attending lamentation ceremonies with

his children where the tragedy Fàteme Zahrà was brought to atten-

tion. She was the daughter of the prophet and the wife of Imam

'Ali, who died in her youth leaving her husband alone with their

children in a hostile world. The connection to Jamie’s own tragedy

is here all too striking to be disregarded.138

I have argued that my material show how the informants’ emo-

tional relief in the sorrow rituals is triggered by several different com-

ponents. Through ritual context, bodily sensations, sorrowful personal

thoughts as well as remembrance and identification with the Ahl-e
beyt the informants place themselves in an emotional state of sad-

ness, calm and bliss, which they so eagerly desire. Before going on

to a final discussion on the role and meaning of these rituals in the

informants’ lives, I will linger for a while to address their role in the

life of one particular informant, namely Amir.

The Case of Amir

I first met Amir at a Do'à-ye Komeyl gathering at the mosque during

my first fieldwork trip in 1999.139 He was a sixteen-year-old adoles-

cent at the time who regularly visited the sorrow meetings in the

mosque. Since then I have met him every year and seen how he

has changed and grown. Unlike the other informants, Amir is not

an active and well-known member of the community. Of all the

activities, which are provided in the mosque he only goes to the sor-

row gatherings, particularly to Do'à-ye Komeyl meetings on Thursday

nights. I have met him every year at these meetings, but as time

has passed his ritual involvement has cooled off to some extent and

the last time I met him in 2002, he said that he only visited the

137 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 12th, 2001.
138 There are other scholars who have discussed how Iranian mourners identify

with the holy family, not least in burial rituals where those who have passed away
have been likened to the persons of Ahl-e Beyt in order to comfort the family. See,
for instance, Good and Good 1988: 53.

139 Amir, August 26th, 1999.

the poetics of emotion 121



ceremony once in every three months or so.140 Besides his dimin-

ishing religious activity, Amir, has gradually become more and more

self-confident and cheerful. Most of his problems, as I will show,

have also been solved during the period in which I have traced his

progress.

Amir was born in the early 1980’s and is the youngest of the

informants of this study. He grew up during the war and because

his father was wounded by shrapnel on the battlefield the family

earned some economic and social privileges in society. Amir is the

only child in his family and is trying to live up to the expectations

of his parents. He has always been a hard-working and successful

student. Unlike the other informants, he speaks English and his future

plans are to leave Iran and try to make a living in the United States

or Canada, where he has some relatives.141

There is one event in Amir’s childhood which he has often returned

to in our conversations and which seems to be of great importance

to him. It is the story of when Imam Rezà healed his father from

cancer. According to Amir, his father suffered from malignant tes-

ticle cancer when Amir was a child. The doctors at the hospital

where he stayed at the time were very pessimistic and said that he

would soon die. Amir’s father then travelled to Mashhad and prayed

for a month at the sanctuary of Imam Rezà. When he returned, the

doctors could certify that the tumours had disappeared and that he

had been healed. Amir says that from that moment they realised

how hard life would be if it was not for the aid and support of the

Imams.142

Maybe it is this experience that has taught Amir to turn to the

Ahl-e beyt when he needs help with his problems. Throughout the

period of this study, my conversations with Amir have been greatly

focused on problems and I think it is safe to say that his ritual activ-

ity has been directly triggered by the different problems he has had

to deal with. This is the way he sees it himself. I will comment on

the two problems which we have touched upon most frequently in

our discussions.

To begin with, Amir has a problematic relationship with his father.

This has been an issue in our discussions since the first day I met

140 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
141 Amir, April 27th, 2000.
142 Amir, April 27th, 2000.
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him, even though his definition of what the problem is about varies

from time to time. Despite the miraculous healing of his fathers dis-

ease, the cancer made him sterile and therefore Amir does not have

any siblings. On several occasions, and especially in the beginning

of this study, Amir told me that he is angry and disappointed with

his father because of this. Although he understands that his parents

could not have done anything about it, he feels that his loneliness

has caused him to become different and somewhat unsociable with

other people. This saddens him and it has become a matter of dis-

pute between him and his parents.143 He has also been afraid that

he will get the same disease that his father has had. The first time

I met him in 1999, he told me that he had come to Do'à-ye Komeyl
to pray about this, that he was worried about it and wanted Imam

Hoseyn to help him.144

When I have met Amir on later field trips he has distanced him-

self from his previous statements about his father. “I try not to be

angry”, he told me when I asked him about his relationship with

his father on my last visit, “that had a little bit to do with my age

I think. All boys at that age are like that, they are not satisfied with

their lives”.145 Still he spoke a great deal about his father. Earlier,

the reason for him to come to some of the sorrow meetings, for

instance, had been that he had had arguments with his father and

was angry with him. He had been angry with him for not having

more children or because he beat him when he was a child.146 Now,

in 2002, he felt less angry about these things; he only felt distanced

from his father. “Our thoughts do not relate”, he told me: “I think

my thoughts are higher than my father’s”.147

The second theme, which has often recurred in our discussions

and which Amir has considered to be one of his major problems,

is the issue of sexuality. During the time of this study, Amir has

been in his late teens. These years have run parallel to his adoles-

cence and, expectedly, sexual thoughts and feelings have begun to

become prevalent in his life. The strain that the experience of puberty

143 Amir, April 27th, 2000 and April 4th, 2002.
144 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
145 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
146 Amir, May 11th, 2001.
147 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
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has meant in his life has been a frequent topic in our discussions.

Once Amir described the change which he has experienced with the

following words:

Children have their habits, which are innocent. They like to play and
laugh and jump, but they do not understand anything. When you get
older you understand more and things start to get difficult. You get bad
experiences. For instance, you start to look at girls, get bad habits . . .
I was religious when I was a kid, until I was fourteen, then what hap-
pened? There is something within all of us, something which wants to
break free: to look at girls, to tease them. I even have friends who
talk to girls.148

Amir feels that his own inclination to look at girls estranges him

from the religion and that it therefore is problematic. To certain

extent his ritual activity is a direct response to this experience. “I

want to talk to God”, he said when I first met him crying in the

mosque, “But he will not listen, because I am not clean, I look at

women, I have done bad things. God helps those who are pure, I

have to improve, have to get closer to God, have to live right!”149

In the beginning of this study, Amir’s ideas about Islam were sim-

ilar to the ideas of the other informants’, who have been presented

in this chapter. In 1999, he told me that the main purpose of the

sorrow rituals was to make the world more spiritual, more loving

and forgiving. By attending sorrow rituals, he told me, one’s bound-

aries are dissolved and one can understand spiritual mysteries and

thereby also solve one’s worldly problems. At that time, Amir had

also recently seen Imam Hoseyn in a dream and he believed that

by attending the sorrow rituals he would attract the attention of the

Imam so that he would help him with his problems.150

At the end of this study, Amir’s understanding about Islam and

the sorrow rituals had changed drastically. When we spoke in 2002,

his ideal of a perfect Muslim had fused with his ideal of a perfect

intellectual. Throughout the study Amir has hailed intellectual per-

fection and academic success as his ideal in life. However, it was

only on my last visit that this ideal merged completely with his view

of Islam. In 2002, Amir defines the purpose of his religion in the

following way:

148 Amir, April 27th, 2000.
149 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
150 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
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The use of Islam as I have understood it recently . . . is to have a
straight mind, straight thoughts, not to be nervous about everything,
not to be very nervous for one thing and then become very happy
for some other thing, or very sad. Islam keeps you in the middle. That
is, it keeps you from not going too much to the right or too much to
the left. It keeps you going in the middle.151

In Amir’s new understanding Islam is essentially to stay sharp and

balanced. It is important to be satisfied and secure in one’s present

position in life and not to dream about being somewhere else all

the time.152 Amir’s ideas tally well with the previously presented

Iranian ideal of interior calm, which can also be found among the

other informants. The emphasis on intellectual sharpness, however,

is somewhat unique for Amir.

Regarding the sorrow rituals, Amir’s new understanding of Islam

brings about a change in his attitude. Previously he claimed that

zealous ritual activity could bring the help of the Imams and he

therefore attended sorrow rituals as often as possible. Now, however,

his position has become the opposite and he says that it is enough

to cry at the ten first days of Moharram and that it is better to do

other, more “useful” things the rest of the year—to study hard or

to be perfect in one’s professional life is what is important, crying

is not necessary. Although this has been his attitude, he admits it is

more of an ideal than a successfully implemented life style in his

own life. I did, after all, still meet him at Do'à-ye Komeyl meetings in

2002 and his own academic success at that time was not as focused

as his ideal would have it.153

After Amir’s religious involvement had diminished somewhat towards

the end of this study, his idea of the meaning and function of the

sorrow rituals also changed. In 2002, when I asked him to look back

at his previous religious habits, he said that to a great extent his

attendance at sorrow meetings was an excuse to cry for his worldly

sorrows:

Because I am not a real Muslim my aim is different [from what it
should be]. When I go to Do'à-ye Komeyl I am full of problems and I
want to cry a little bit because I am ashamed to cry by myself. . . . I

151 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
152 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
153 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
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am ashamed to do it alone, but when I find a cause, and that is what
Do'à-ye Komeyl is, I try to cry as much as I can and it works. Crying
gives you energy to continue. It is a way of putting your feelings out.
You shouldn’t keep your feelings inside yourself. You should put them
out!154

Amir distances himself from the sorrow rituals. He sees that in his

life they have a therapeutic function and he does not feel a need to

dismiss that completely, although he ascertains that a “real Muslim”

would do otherwise. This distanced attitude, however, does not entail

that Amir devalues the Ahl-e beyt. The proper purpose of the crying

rituals, he also concludes in 2002, is to strengthen one’s relationship

with the holy family. Looking back at his life, he sees the Ahl-e beyt
as a wall towards which he can lean back and feel relaxed. “Really”,

he tells me towards the end of one of our last interviews, “they have

solved most of my problems”. Amir thinks that it was the Ahl-e beyt
who helped him through the hard time he experienced when I first

met him; it was they who helped him come to terms with his father

and his sexual feelings. “I have become so much better”, he told

me: “I have become better but I think I did not do anything [myself ].

I asked them for their help, I asked them to help me and they have

helped me.” Amir experiences that his life is dependent on the help

of the Ahl-e beyt. Yet he does not hesitate to answer my question

affirmatively when I asked him whether he thought his problems

would have been solved even without the help of the Imams. “You

know, I think they would have”, he said. “It is natural, all the peo-

ple of my age [are like that].” Still: “if you don’t have something

to [lean back on], if you don’t have [Ahl-e beyt], you will fall down.”155

There is an ambiguity in what Amir says here. The problems he

had when I first met him are solved and he has ceased to attend

the sorrow rituals regularly. He believes this has happened because

he has grown up and because, like all young men, he had some

problems during puberty which he has now outgrown. Still, how-

ever, he believes that he must thank Ahl-e beyt for his improvement.

Because of this ambiguity, I think Amir’s story well illustrates the

duality which characterises the informants’ view of their religion and

154 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
155 Amir, April 4th, 2002.
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its sorrow rituals. It is not primarily experienced as a matter of an

instrumental exchange of services when the informants cry and are

relieved at these rituals. Rather, the purpose is to place oneself in

a position where one can experience that one’s relationship with

God will improve.

Conclusions

The ritual practice of the informants and the story of Amir show

that the emotional state which the informants experience in the rituals

of sorrow is triggered by the lamentations, the informants’ thoughts

and their physical context. It is an expression of spiritual longing

and prayer, which creates a feeling of peace and religious bliss in

the informants, but which also channels frustration and gives oppor-

tunity for emotional relief. There are certain conclusions that follow

from the above discussions, which I will now bring to our attention.

Firstly, the above-discussed rituals of sorrow and the informants’

ideas about these contribute to the previous discussion on embodi-

ment. The emotional experience, as I have shown, is a bodily and

physical experience. Physical tears are shed as the informants lament

their illustrious leaders and they sense a feeling of relief in their bod-

ies. This means that the culturally rendered sorrowful narratives and

the informants’ personal associative thoughts create real bodily

responses, which are the emotions and their symptoms. Bodily move-

ments and postures, such as chest beating, however, also trigger the

emotions. This exchange between cultural narratives and physical

experience, which the rituals of emotion so clearly manifest, is pre-

cisely that process of cultural formation which the concept of embod-

iment pinpoints. The informants’ emotional religious practice is hence

a clear illustration of the usefulness of this concept.

Secondly, the above discussion has shown that in the sorrow rit-

uals the informants focus their emotional attention on the tragedies

of the Ahl-e beyt. They listen to the stories and cry for the Ahl-e beyt
and for God, and they believe and experience that this crying brings

about an improved relationship with God as well as various other

benefits. One of these benefits is the relief of personal sorrows. This

means that the informants believe and experience that, by crying for

God, they are freed of the sadness which comes from being poor

or from having lost a loved one. At the same time, however, they
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state that the tears they shed at the sorrow meetings are useless and

spiritually invalid if they are shed for personal sorrows and not for

God or the Ahl-e beyt. This causes a somewhat awkward situation:

the informants believe they will be relieved of their sorrows by attend-

ing sorrow rituals, but only if they attend them without the intent

of gaining personal emotional relief. To solve this dilemma, they for-

mulate the way their own sorrows are brought into the rites in such

a way that it is the personal sorrows which help the individual to

cry for Ahl-e beyt and not vice versa. A father who has lost a son

can better understand the suffering of Imam Hoseyn who lost his

sons in Karbalà, and this is the reason why personal sorrows may

be brought into the rituals. But it is not religiously correct if one

says that the story of Hoseyn enables fathers who have lost their

children to mourn these.

It is interesting to see that after his religious involvement had

cooled somewhat, Amir changed his idea on the meaning and func-

tion of the sorrow rituals. When he had ceased to strongly identify

with the form of Islamic practice which is common in the mosque,

he no longer claimed that his ritual crying was focused on Ahl-e beyt
but instead argued that it was just a way for him to relieve his

worldly sorrows. The discussion in this chapter has shown that rit-

ual crying is attached to the personal sorrows of the informants but

that it does so in a somewhat indirect and fluctuating way.

Thirdly, the above presentation has shown that the informants are

active agents in the construction of their own ritual lives. There are

two reasons why this is the case: one is the fact that there is a con-

scious reasoning about the meaning and function of the sorrow rit-

uals among the informants themselves. They are all well informed

about the Islamic ideology of ritual, which is taught in the mosque

and they have reflected upon their own ritual activity: how success-

ful it is, how it could improve, what its purpose is and so forth. The

other reason why the informants must be seen as agents is the fact

that they deliberately strive to reach the desired emotional state of

sorrow and bliss. By attending the rituals, moving their bodies and

by thinking about issues which move them emotionally, they actively

create the suggestive atmosphere which enables them to cry for 

Ahl-e beyt and improve their relationship with God. In this way the

rituals of sorrow and my analysis of these constitute an illustration

of how emotional culture, to a certain extent, also is created by con-

scious agents.
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Fourthly, the aim of this chapter has been to present, discuss and

interpret cultural meaning. I have tried to say something about what

the rituals of sorrow mean to those who experience and practice

them. In doing so it has been important to present the self-referential

understanding of the informants themselves. The verbalised mean-

ing, which they have formulated and communicated to me in our

discussions is, of course, crucial. But there is also a cultural mean-

ing which is not easily formulated. A meaning which, for instance,

concerns shameful or socially stigmatised matters one may choose

not to formulate or may even be unaware of. Likewise, aesthetic,

moral or ontological values which are culturally inherent may be

impossible to express since they are felt or thought of as obvious

and unquestionable and therefore never brought to attention. Cultural

meaning, furthermore, is often embodied and almost by definition

impossible to verbalise. The present chapter has dealt mostly with

the conscious and formulated cultural meaning of sorrow rituals. It

has shown that one of their meanings, in the lives of the informants,

is to keep up a state of religious bliss, which is believed to enrich

one’s relationship with God. The informants have formulated this

meaning in the interviews. However, they have also felt it physically

at the sorrow meetings as tears have rolled down their cheeks and

their bodies have trembled with emotion.

The informants’ stories reveal that their ritual crying connects to

their personal sorrows and there can be no doubt that their lives

are difficult in many ways. It is my impression, and a conclusion of

this chapter, that one central embodied and self-referential, but also

canonical, meaning of the rituals of sorrow, in which they so eagerly

participate, is to provide a feeling of meaningfulness to their dis-

tressful situations. Through the rituals the attention of the informants

is turned away from their worldly problems and is focused on that

which they see as most important, namely their own spiritual devel-

opment and relationship with God. In this way their experiences of

poverty, marginalisation and loss are diminished for the benefit of

closeness to what is believed to be the truth. Naturally, the positive

effects on self-esteem and feelings of fulfilment are great.
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CHAPTER FIVE

TOOLS OF AUTHORISATION

In this chapter I will discuss how ritualised activities in the mosque

contribute to sustain authority in the community of my focus. I will

argue that the ritual program in general and the official lectures and

lamentations in particular contribute to the maintenance of unity

and sense of continuity in the community in focus. By doing this I

will show how ritual contributes to the construction of authority.

The central concept of this chapter, then, is authorisation, i.e. a

process through which authority is established and maintained.

Before going on to a more precise definition of what I mean by

this concept, it may be appropriate to say something introductory

concerning the specific characteristics of Shi'ite religious authority.

It can be argued that its hierarchical structure is one of the main

distinctive features that differentiate the religious practice of Twelvers’

from that of other Muslim denominations. It could be argued, then,

that Shi'ism is more hierarchical in structure than orthodox Sunni

Islam.1 Because of its belief in intercession between human beings

and God through the Imams, and the occultation of the present

Imam, a significant hierarchy has arisen within Twelver Shi'ism.

Stretching from the ordinary believer on one end, through the var-

ious stages of religious learning, to the absent Imam on the other,

this hierarchy constitutes a significant feature of the tradition. According

to present-day Twelver historiography, the twelfth Imam appointed

a number of representatives, known as novàb (deputies, sing. nàyeb),
through which he communicated with his followers. After the death

1 The various and widespread Sufi orders of Sunni Islam, within which similar
ideas of intercession are not uncommon, are an exception to this. Besides being an
expression of emphasis on scholarly learning, the hierarchal structure of Shi'ism can
be seen as an expression of the central position that mysticism always has had in
this religious tradition. The clearly defined hierarchies within the Sufi orders are,
arguably, possible consequences of a neo-Platonic cosmology where the task of
humans is to return to their divine origin through a long journey of gradual spir-
itual refinement. If such gradual refinement of human beings is accepted, a hier-
archy in accordance to the various levels of refinement is an inevitable consequence. 



of the last of these representatives, the religious leadership of the

Shi'ite community was taken over by the most learned jurisprudents

of the community whose duty it now became to interpret the reli-

gious documents and to function as spiritual guides for the com-

munity until the return of the Imam.2 The authority of the Imam’s

teaching, ta'lim, and hence that of the jurisprudents, derives from the

Imam’s divine knowledge, 'elm ol-ladonni which is believed to be given

to the Imam directly from God.

There are several titles that mark the different levels in the hier-

archy of religious scholars. Some of these have appeared as late as

in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and seem to be examples

of a constant desire to invent new titles of authority as old ones

loose their originality. In the contemporary context of the present

study, the religious leaders are generally known as 'olamà (sing. 'àlem)

meaning learned. A common honorary title for ordinary 'olamà is

hojjat ol-eslàm, proof of Islam. This title was originally adopted to

mark mojtaheds of special importance or following but is not used in

that way in the community in focus here. Ayatollàh, sign of God, was

invented as an honorary epithet in the beginning of the twentieth

century and was at that time associated with a handful of religious

scholars.3 Since then, however, the number of Ayatollàhs has grown

and today there are hundreds of them in Iran only. Colloquially the

term now denotes any scholar who has reached the level of mojtahed.
The title marja'-e taqlid, reference of emulation, is currently used to

denote the highest level of authority and refers to a person whose

ejtehàd any Shi'ite can trust and follow with confidence. Since before

the revolution, Khomeyni was considered the most highly ranked of

all, and was referred to as Imam. Lately some groups have also started

referring to the present supreme leader, usually known as Ayatollàh
Khàmene’i, by this title as well. This might be the beginning of a

more widespread new use of the term in the Iranian Shi'ite community.

2 What character and how much influence the jurisprudents ought to have upon
society is and has been a highly disputed question among Twelver Shi'ites. The
Iranian situation, that is discussed in this book, is an expression of a rather extreme
policy that has become dominant due to various historical reasons, such as the her-
itage of a strong priestly class in pre-Islamic Iran, the conflict between the two the-
ological schools Akhbàri and Osuli in the 18th century and the activist interpretation
of Shi'ism put forth by Khomeyni and others at the time of the revolution. These
historical reasons will, however, not be further dealt with here. 

3 Glassé 1989: 59.
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During my field work I have often been struck by the duplicity

that characterises authority structures in the mosque. There is a

clear-cut, well-defined and often declared religious hierarchy among

confessors in the community. The most substantial example of how

this classification is expressed is the fact that any assertion concern-

ing feqh that is given by an 'àlem can always be overridden by any

other 'àlem who is hierarchically superior. The whole mojtahed-moqalled
system4 is, furthermore, based on this well-defined ranking of author-

ity. At the same time there are aspects of this system, which blur

the image of a direct chain of command. Therefore, it seems that

a more nuanced understanding of Shi'ite authority structure is needed

in order to give a just picture of the community. To begin with, the

mentioned titles are not exclusively given to a person by those supe-

rior to him in the religious hierarchy. Certainly, there is such a side

to it. A student, tàleb, who is considered to have reached the appro-

priate level of knowledge will be given permission by his superior,

ejàze, which certifies his ability to exercise ejtehàd. However, this official

distinction is not enough. To get the title of Ayatollàh, for instance,

an 'àlem with ejàze also needs to gain the respect and popularity of

ordinary people. In this sense, the hierarchy which appears so obvi-

ous is to some extent built from below.5

Authority structures in the mosque shed light upon the duplicity

of Shi'ite hierarchy. Although the Ayatollàh and other 'olamà who

lecture, relate lamentations or lead prayers are highly revered and

respected, they do not have the final executive power in the com-

munity. Instead, the final word on issues that concern administra-

tion, activities and even choice of lecturer is always given by the

administration assembly, hey"at-e modire, which consists of a few wealthy

bazaar merchants. During my stay at the mosque a few minor dis-

putes occurred between the Ayatollàh and the administration. On

these occasions the Ayatollàh had to yield to the opinion of the

administrators.6 It is significant that these are the same administrators

4 A moqalled is a follower of a mojtahed. The organisation of religious authority in
these roles came about in the early 19th century as a result of the triumph of the
Osuli school of thought over the Akbàri. Momen 1985: 204.

5 Momen 1985: 202.
6 One such dispute concerned whether the mosque was to be lent to the basij

organisation for their 'àshurà ceremonies or not. The politically oriented Ayatollàh,
in contradiction to the administrators, thought it should, but eventually it did not.
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who, at the time of the evening prayer, stand up to manifest their

respect and subordination to the elderly Ayatollàh.

Thus it has become clear to me that the authority structures of

the chosen mosque cannot be understood as a one-way chain of

command in which the religious authorities exercise their power by

controlling those hierarchically inferior. Instead, I have concluded

that authority needs to be approached, in all its complexity, as a

project in which all community members take part in varying degrees

according to the status and influence of each individual member,

not only those who, at first glance, appear to be the authorities. This

conclusion is compatible with the understanding of authority and

power that has been presented by certain poststructuralist scholars

during recent decades. My own interpretation of this particular com-

munity is partly indebted to these scholars, and in my analysis I

have found much guidance in their writings.

In this chapter, I will begin with some general notions concern-

ing the concept of authorisation. Having done this, I will go on to

show how the lectures and lamentations are parts of an authorisa-

tion process in the chosen community.

Authorisation

Power is a social reality in all societies. Relations between members

of a social group, it seems, always turn out to be somewhat unequal

in the sense that some people have (or assume) the right to decide

for others. Whether we construe this inequality as just (as we might

with the power-disparity between a mother and her child) or unjust

(as we may consider the unequal relation between a harassed boy

and the mob that bullies him), the inequality is a prerequisite for

what will here be referred to as authorisation. This inequality can

be described as a social asymmetry that exists in relations between

people in any given society.7

Power, Authority and Authorisation

A phenomenon which often appears in societies where social asym-

metry is prominent is that the hierarchically inferior heed, respect,

7 This understanding has been developed in sociological exchange theory. See,
for instance, Cook 1987.



trust and obey their superiors.8 People often approve of their polit-

ical leaders; school children frequently respect their teachers and so

on. This phenomenon is authority. Max Weber has described it as

a quality that is attributed to hierarchically superior persons or insti-

tutions whose superiority is experienced as legitimate by those hier-

archically inferior. As I have seen it, authority in the present community

is created through a process which, following Bruce Lincoln, I have

chosen to call authorisation. In this section I will present some schol-

ars whose understanding of this concept have been useful to me and

I will introduce the way in which I have chosen to apply the con-

cept in relation to the material of the present study.

Scholars have used the concepts of power and authority in different

ways. Sometimes the concepts overlap so that a clear distinction

between the two is difficult to perceive. Some scholars have chosen

to utilise only one of the concepts or to use them as synonyms.9 I

have chosen to keep both concepts, although my focus remains pri-

marily on authorisation. I see this as a process in a much wider

drama, which the concept of power denotes. If power is a broad

notion concerning social asymmetries in general and the various

forms and effects these may have, authorisation is one of the processes

that maintain these effects specifically.

Authorisation, Force and Persuasion

There are many forms of power: fathers have power over their sons;

torturers have power over their victims; politicians over those who

have elected them; religious leaders over those who respect them;

and institutions over those who belong to them. If we define it as

hierarchy, power indeed seems to be an inescapable component of

all human relations. Authority, however, as I use the term, is more

specific. It is the form of structural power which s/he wields who is

perceived and treated as hierarchically superior by others without

having had to prove this position through argument or force.

Authorisation is the social process that creates such power. Hence I

define authorisation as a form of power implementation which needs

neither persuasion nor force to uphold hierarchy. Instead, authorisation

8 Lincoln 1994: 4.
9 Repstad 2002: 35.
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is a part of the socialisation processes through which human beings

receive many of their views, values and manner of conduct in a soci-

ety. It is preferably a subconscious social process in which certain

thoughts and actions are affirmed whereas others are rejected.

Arguably, authorisation is a very efficient way through which power

may be exercised. But it is not the only one. It borders on other

means such as force and persuasion. Even if these two may func-

tion as complimentary to authorisation, they are different from autho-

risation because of how they relate to the subject of power. Force

is implementation of the will of a hierarchically superior agent by

means of coercion. Whether it is social pressure, physical or psy-

chological violence or more or less subtle threats, it is an act that

goes against the will of its object. Because of this it is not authori-

sation although it clearly borders on it and may sometimes be con-

fused with it.10

Persuasion, is not authorisation either. If one follows Max Weber’s

categorisations, persuasion could be considered an aspect of what he

calls rational and legal authority.11 However, as I have chosen to

use the concept it is essential that authorisation does not need argu-

ments to maintain the position of those in power. In this under-

standing I follow Bruce Lincoln, who stresses that there is often a

discrepancy between what really maintains authority and what the

subjects of such a situation believe upholds it. Lincoln argues that

subjects of authorisation often believe that the reasons for their sub-

ordination are logical and based on reason and that if they only

took the time to find out they would find that this is the case.12 This

belief, however, is not necessarily true. On the contrary, the fact

that the subjects believe their inferiority is based on reason but never

10 Lincoln 1994: 4.
11 Max Weber distinguishes between traditional, charismatic and rational/legal

authority. Traditional authority is based on convention, charismatic on the charisma
of the leader, and rational authority on expertise, democracy or officialism. Weber
1972: 130–147.

12 It is important to make clear that I consider reason to differ significantly from
rationality. Reason denotes the certain category of thought that in a western acade-
mic context may be categorised as logic. Rationality, on the other hand, is con-
nected to the specific cultural context. To behave rationally, then, is to behave in
accordance with one’s cultural situation in which emotions and other things may
exist as integrated parts. For a philosophical discussion on this matter see Stenmark
1995: 1–17.
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bother to find out indicates that authority is constructed through

much more subtle processes of socialisation rather than through log-

ical argumentation.13

Perhaps this notion can be illustrated by my own, and presum-

ably many others’, relation to medical doctors who can be seen as

holding positions of authority in my cultural context. If I go to see

a medical doctor, provided nothing particularly spectacular happens,

I will trust entirely in the advice s/he will give me. I will be cer-

tain that the advice is based on thoroughly tested clinical experience

and that I would find out that this is the case if I only had the

strength to investigate the matter. However, I will never do this

because I trust that my confidence is well founded. It is reasonable

to argue that the trust I experience in this matter is not based on

logic and reason, but rather on the socialisation through which I

have acquired feelings of reliance towards western health care. Further

and particularly significant evidence for this notion is the fact that

my trust is not primarily triggered by the content of the remedies

which the doctors recommend (remedies that I in the first place am

unable to assess) but rather on the attributes that surround these

remedies, such as the white coats, the scent of disinfectants and the

assuring tone of the doctor’s voice. Whether the remedies are based

on reason or not is not relevant for this discussion. It is enough to

say that my conviction that they are does not have such a basis. In

my case this shows that they are accepted through a means of

authorisation.

It is significant that all community members whom I have had

the opportunity to discuss religious matters with, claim to be con-

vinced that the superiority of Twelver Shi'ism over all other reli-

gious traditions can be proved through arguments which any logical

person can be convinced by if s/he took the time to think them

through. A necessary prerequisite for such an opinion is that reason

is hailed as a preferable means by which to reach knowledge. The

Shi'ite school of thought has nourished such an idea, as has Western

sciences. Not least because of their Mo'tazelite heritage, Shi'ite schol-

ars have often presupposed that humans have a universal ability to

reach knowledge through reason.14 The vitality of this tradition

13 Lincoln 1994: 5.
14 Martin, Woodward and Atmaja 1997: 10.



becomes apparent in the lectures of the community, which involve

a great deal of logical argumentation. Here it is especially interest-

ing to note that the notion of the 'olamà’s authority is supported by

arguments based on reason. The lecturers apply classical feqh argu-

mentation when discussing this matter. Such argumentation consists

of finding and comparing evidence (or counter-evidence) for a given

opinion in the Koran or Sunna. However, there are arguments that

refer to more definite everyday life situations that lack reference to

the classical sources or Islamic jurisprudence. Claims that the 'olamà’s
authority promotes political stability, that it creates psychological well-

being and that it enhances moral behaviour are examples of these.15

Force, persuasion and authorisation are three means of power

implementation which may exist parallel and supplementary to one

another in an asymmetric social situation. In the Iranian commu-

nity focused on here it is clear that all three exist. Persuasion exists

in the reasoning that has already been mentioned. And force, although

it may not be observed in the limited context of the chosen mosque,

becomes, as I will show in the next chapter, apparent as soon as

anyone ventures to raise a critical opinion or in other way display

doubt concerning the authorities. Force is also obviously important

as a means of maintaining the political system in the Islamic Republic

as a whole.

It is important to clarify that authorisation, being a part of social-

isation, is the most cost-efficient way for a society to maintain its

power structures. Ideally, a community whose world view and power

structures are totally internalised will never need neither coercion

nor persuasive arguments to be maintained. A methodological con-

sequence of such a conclusion is that a society can be said to lack

authority to the same extent that the means of power implementa-

tion are prominent. Hence, the success of the authorisation process

in a given society can be measured by looking at the extent of per-

ceivable repression and force.

For me the reason to treat these categories separately is that such

a distinction may clarify the lines of thought in my analysis. My

main focus, as will become apparent, is on authorisation. The infor-

mants have strong incitements for their religious activity and belief
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that are not based on reason or force. And it is my supposition that

the concept of authorisation, as I have defined it here, is the most

suitable in an analysis on this matter, not least because it focuses

less upon those in authority and more upon those hierarchically infe-

rior, like my informants. Before moving on to the analysis of their

particular situation it is necessary to make a few more thorough

remarks concerning my view of authorisation.

Discursive Authorisation

When people like my informants obey an authority because they

deem it legitimate and trustworthy, the authority can be said to fit

into a shared perception of reality. It belongs to a shared field of

reference in the given social community. In other words, it is a part

of a discourse.16 Authorisation, therefore, can be labelled as discursive.17

In the 1960’s and 70’s, scholars who were concerned with power

studies usually defined power as the ability of a person (or an insti-

tution) to work his/her (or its) will in a social relation even against

the consent of the other.18 According to the understanding of Max

Weber, society was perceived as being permeated with more or less

subtle struggles between persons and institutions. Power, could be

upheld by means of economy, coercion, knowledge, control over the

means of production and so forth.19 Yet, no matter how it was

upheld, it was generally seen as carried out by one agent against

another. Studies on power, hence, were greatly concerned with locat-

ing these agents and thereby revealing structures of power in society.20

Later scholars have broadened this notion of power and completed

the understanding discussed during the 1970’s. Power, they have

argued, is not necessarily the result of identifiable intentions of clearly

definable agents. Instead, they have proposed, it may be built into

the very structure of society. This notion is not entirely new. Both

Karl Marx and Emile Durkheim discussed structural power as early

16 For further discussion on this concept, see, for instance, Jan Assman 1984:
192; 2001: 163–168. 

17 A variety of terms have been used to denote this structural power, or certain
aspects of it. Normative power, legitimating power, symbolic power and discursive
power are some examples. Repstad 2002: 18. Here I will call it discursive.

18 Repstad 2002: 12.
19 Coser 1976. 
20 Repstad 2002: 17.
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as in the 19th century. But post-modern scholars from the 1980’s

and onwards can be said to have developed this notion further.

The concept of power that these scholars have defined is more

inclusive than the previously presented one. Here, power becomes

invisible to a certain extent. Structures of power define peoples’

thoughts, their perception of reality, their morality and aesthetic pref-

erences, even their own identity. The person or institution which

can control others’ thoughts in these fields wields power. But per-

sonal agents do not necessarily have to exist for the power struc-

tures to remain and this is crucial. Normality, as understood by

Michel Foucault,21 or patriarchy, as comprehended by certain fem-

inist scholars,22 may serve as good examples of societal power struc-

tures which to a certain extent may lack definable agents.23 Foucault,

for instance, argues that human beings in modern society have inter-

nalised a way of behaving and thinking that can be labelled nor-

mal. Previously this needed to be enforced by law or coercion.

However, in modernity, Foucault argues, people discipline themselves

and, more importantly, they themselves choose to do so.

I have chosen to follow this perspective in my understanding of

authorisation. I find the notion of internalised power structures to

be very elucidating when it comes to describing my informants’ rela-

tion to their superiors. Authorisation, then, is a discursive imple-

mentation of power.

Authorisation concerns the legitimisation and preservation of the

community. It is a process through which the social reality of the

community is constructed and maintained. It is necessary to empha-

sise that although authorisation serves to maintain the specific mosque

community, the same religious authorities contribute to the break-

ing up or at least to the changing of the religious Islamic commu-

nity on a national level.24

Attribution

As may already have become apparent, I do not consider authori-

sation to be static. Rather, I see it as an ongoing process of power

21 Sandmo 1999: 86.
22 See, for instance, Walby 1990: 19–21.
23 Repstad 2002: 24–25.
24 For further discussion on the fluctuating societal roles of religion, see Lincoln

1989: 3–11.
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implementation. In this understanding I am inspired by Foucault

and Lincoln who both emphasise the dynamics of the authorisation.25

Michel Foucault argues that authority is constantly produced and

reproduced in social interaction. He argues that authority cannot be

detached from the society to which it belongs and that it cannot be

studied as a separate entity or institution. Since it is not a quality

or a characteristic which particular individuals may possess, it is best

seen as a continuous and mutual process within the community.26

This is also the reason why authorisation is a more appropriate term

than authority.27

The term authorisation refers to a general process through which

the community is recreated and legitimised. Most social actions con-

tribute more or less to this process. By behaving towards or speaking

about persons or institutions in certain ways it is possible to autho-

rise these. In other words, it can be said that different parts of life

in and about the mosque may be attributed with authority. Through

verbal and bodily actions that communicate reverence and respect

places, occasions and societal roles and offices can be authorised.28

Since these attributions do not last forever authorisation needs to

be repeated continuously. Because the attributes are not permanent,

and positions of authority can change, a constant effort to uphold

and confirm the prevalent structures is needed. Consequently, author-

ities continuously need to be socially reminded of their dominion by

the community and those lacking authority of their impotence. At

the same time, however, authorisation within the community is main-

tained by itself to a certain degree. Once something is authorised

and therefore associated with power and treated with due respect,

this attitude will in itself call for further authorisation. The respect-

ful attitude towards the Ayatollàh, for instance, socially forces new-

comers like myself to treat him in a similar way and thus to continue

to authorise his person. In this way, I suggest, authority is partly

upheld by its own authority.

I have defined authorisation as a form of power implementation

that makes the members of the community accept the given situation

25 Lincoln 1994: 11.
26 Foucault 1980b: 93.
27 Lincoln 1994: 7. 
28 Lincoln 1994: 7.
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as legitimate and good without investigating the reasons for it. It is

part of the social process of defining reality that the community goes

through in order to be recreated. It is a continuous and joint ven-

ture, which takes place among all members of the community through

acts of speech and body, which communicate reverence and respect

for persons, places, occasions and offices of significant symbolic impor-

tance to the community. It can be described as discursive.

Because it takes place on all social levels in the community and,

as a last resort, is dependant on the trust and opinion of the hier-

archically inferior,29 knowledge of authorisation need not be sought

primarily among those in power but rather among ordinary people

and in everyday life.30 Hence this theoretical approach is particu-

larly suitable for a study like this.

Tools of Authorisation in the Rituals of the Mosque

Before going on to the actual argumentation about the tools of autho-

risation in the chosen community, I deem it necessary to make a

few statements concerning the applicability of my explanatory model

and the theoretical concept I have chosen. I want to emphasise that

my ambitions concerning the exhaustiveness of my analysis are mod-

est. By proposing that the lectures and lamentations function as tools

of authorisation, I do not propose that this is the only function that

they have. I have chosen to focus on this aspect of the material

because I am interested in authority. I believe that an analysis of

authority can be helpful when it comes to describing, analysing and

understanding the ritual situations and development of my infor-

mants. This appears to be the case because the society, in which

the lectures and lamentations take place is characterised by a conflict

of authority in which the position of the conservative flank and the

'olamà is threatened. Activities at the mosque are especially connected

to this conflict because of the explicitly conservative profile of the

community. To visit this mosque is, in itself, a political act and stand-

point on the domestic conflict between reformists and conservatives.

29 Lincoln 1994: 8.
30 Pierre Bourdieu has discussed the importance of everyday language for the

maintenance of power structures. See, for instance, Bourdieu 1991: 46–49.
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Therefore, the activities in the mosque can be seen as tools of an

authorisation process in the conservative community that challenge

other currents in Iranian society.

In the following, I suggest that ritualised activities in general and

the lectures and lamentations in particular contribute to the con-

struction of authority in the chosen community. They can be seen

as important tools of authorisation. It is my ambition to clarify how

this is done by pinpointing four different aspects of this process. The

aspects are: (1) the explicit verbal attribution of authority to differ-

ent parts of the community found in the lectures and lamentations;

(2) the emotional identification with Ahl-e beyt creates among the com-

munity members through lectures; (3) the sensation of continuity

which they propose and encourage; and (4) the ritualised context in

which the lectures and lamentations are presented.

Explicit Attribution of Authority

The most obvious example of the authorisation aspect of the lec-

tures and lamentations is their frequent and explicit praise of reli-

gious authorities and their call for obedience to these. Authority is,

no doubt, a central theme in both the lectures and the lamentations.

This is expressed in many different ways. The 'olamà and their fol-

lowers: the basij, tollàb and the martyrs, are presented as defenders

of Islamic virtue under the absent leadership of the Imam. It is stated

that the position of late 'olamà in heaven is high, and that people

are requested to say salavàt for the benefit of marja's, 'olamà, basij and

martyrs. In a lecture the Ayatollàh claims that:

[If ] these theological schools (howze-ye 'elmiye) didn’t exist . . . then reli-
gion wouldn’t exist, the Koran wouldn’t exist, the progeny wouldn’t
exist. If the progeny are still alive it is because of 'olamà. If the Koran
is alive among people it is due to 'olamà’s effort and the theological
schools.31

The repeated praise of these groups and the importance ascribed to

their activity can be understood as a rather explicit part of autho-

risation in the present community. When the listeners are urged to

respect the authorities, they are simultaneously driven to respect and

thereby recreate the community, which these authorities represent.

31 Lecture, August 26th, 1999.
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In that sense the praise of authorities constitutes an evident part of

the authorisation process, as I have chosen to define it.

Besides the frequent praise and the ascription of importance, there

is another repeated exhortation in the lectures which is worth bring-

ing up in this context, namely the request that people obey the 'olamà
and the Islamic regulations conveyed without questioning. On sev-

eral occasions, the lecturers beseech the listeners not to challenge

the revealed law just because they do not understand its meaning.

On one occasion, the Ayatollàh spoke about this in the following

words:

Every rule in Islam has its reason and its documents, but we are not
supposed to evaluate its reason /. . ./ and sometimes there is no way
to find reason. The Morning Prayer has two rak'at,32 nobody knows
why. We are supposed to read it aloud. Why? Nobody knows! The
noon and evening prayers have eight rak'at. Why? These are the rules!
It is possible to say them together but in that case one should read
hamd and sura towhid silently just as the 3rd and 4th ‘sobhàn Allàh!’
should be said slowly and silently. Other parts can be said either silently
or loudly but not this one. Why? We do not know! The marja' him-
self doesn’t know either! But the marja' knows that there is a reason
because it has been given by divine inspiration.33

Here the alleged unquestionable authority of Islamic law, conse-

quently, strengthens the authority of the 'olamà since they are the

ones who declare what the law says. Both the lectures and the infor-

mants sometimes compare the expertise of the 'olamà to that of med-

ical doctors. The Ayatollàh compares the questioning of their decrees

with attempts to argue about a medical diagnosis:

You go to a doctor and he prescribes a drug for you. You are asked
to take a pill every six hours, a spoon of syrup every twelve hours
and an injection every other day. All of these doses have a reason but
would you ask why? He would laugh at you and ask you to look for
documents instead of reasons. If you accept me as a doctor I tell you
to do this and you just obey because you know I will tell you the
right thing, it is scientific. It is not random. When it comes to follow-
ing Islamic decrees it must be like that, like with a doctor. Worshipping
is like this.34

32 Rak'at is a series of genuflections. 
33 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
34 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
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It is interesting to note that the polemics in the lectures which are

directed at those who question the authority of the 'olamà does not

deal with their critique as such but with the very fact that they are

questioning the present authorities.

Identification with Ahl-e beyt

Explicit appeals for obedience to the religious authorities are one

way through which the lectures and lamentations function as tools

of authorisation. Their call and support for the listeners’ identification

with Ahl-e beyt is another. It is likely that if people identify emo-

tionally with the progeny of the Prophet and their legendary fol-

lowers, then such identification will create an emotional bond with

these characters. This bond will increase loyalty to these people and

an eagerness to maintain the life style and the regulations which

they have founded. In this manner emotional identification legit-

imises the present community, i.e. becomes a tool of authorisation.

My hypothesis is that this is what happens at the mosque. I now

intend to show how.

To begin with, I define identity as the reflexive venture through

which an individual or a group strive to uphold a sensation of unity

and continuity. Social identification denoting human recognition of

others as belonging to the same group as themselves constitutes an

important part of that process. Hence, it can be said that a person

identifies with another living person, a historical or a mythological

figure when s/he explicitly claims to belong to the same group as

that person or when s/he shares the feelings and the emotional state

of that person. For instance, s/he is happy when the other person

is happy, feels sad when the other person suffers et cetera. Another

criterion which shows if a person identifies with another would be

if s/he structures everyday life in accordance with a social identity

defined by the relation to that person. This would be the case if,

for instance, a person’s daily ritual routines consist of practices directly

ordained by the object of his or her identification.

In the lectures and lamentations, people are called to identify with

the Ahl-e beyt and their legendary followers. There are several state-

ments in the lectures and lamentations which substantiate this assump-

tion. Firstly, the listeners are called to identify with Ahl-e beyt by

being semantically identified with them. The lecturers and prayer

leaders use the same terminology to denote the illustrious offspring
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of the Prophet and their followers as to describe the community

members of the present mosque. Thus, for instance, the word Shi'e
or Tashayyo', which is used in the lectures as an epithet for the lis-

teners, refers to the group following Imam Hoseyn into martyrdom

at Karbalà in the lamentations.35 Likewise, on other occasions the

term velàyat (leadership), which sometimes denotes Imam 'Ali or some

other Imam, refers to the contemporary Supreme leader of the Islamic

Republic or today’s conservative 'olamà in general.36 It is also com-

mon that the lecturers refer to members of Ahl-e beyt as mothers,

aunts or fathers, and thereby additionally stress their immediate con-

nection to the gathered assembly.37 In this manner the listeners are

called to identify with Ahl-e beyt by being semantically identified with

these.

Secondly, it can be said that the general exhortation that the lis-

teners should organise their lives in accordance with Islamic regula-

tions, which are transmitted and taught by the Ahl-e beyt, in itself

calls for an identification with these. The whole legal aspect of Islamic

tradition as it is lived in the chosen community strengthens the believ-

ers’ identification with their absent leaders.

A third and final way through which the listeners are called to

identify with Ahl-e beyt is the overriding emphasis which is put on

their tragic destinies in the lamentations. The continuous and repeated

rendering of these tragedies and the strong focus on the suffering of

the holy family, obviously gives rise to feelings of empathy towards

these renowned leaders. Arguably, this also reinforces identification

with them, especially since the stories—often in a very tangible way—

deal with sorrows that frequently resemble the personal sufferings of

the listeners. Many people who attend the gatherings in the mosque,

including the informants of the present study, can relate on a per-

sonal level to stories about lost parents, children killed in battle, lone-

liness, being childless, fear of death and other themes that are

35 Compare, for instance, Do'à-ye Komeyl, August 26th, 1999, with the lecture of
April 26th, 2000.

36 See, for instance, the lecture of August 5th, 1999, where the term is used in
both ways.

37 When asked about this, the informants have emphasised that these epithets
primarily concern the Seyyeds among the listeners. However, there are rarely indi-
cations of such specifications when they are used in the lectures and lamentations.
See, for instance, the lecture of April 20th, 2000.

146 chapter five



prominent in the tragedies of the Ahl-e beyt. When the listeners are

assured of the value of their tears and urged to cry for the suffering

of the Ahl-e beyt, they are given opportunity to establish emotional

bonds with the Ahl-e beyt that connect to their personal situations in

life and help them to deal with these. Since it is more difficult to

question or change a belief system in which one is emotionally and

personally involved, or in which one finds consolation, it can be

argued that identification with Ahl-e beyt constitutes a crucial part of

the authorisation process in the community.

Perceived Continuity

Identification is closely connected to a perceived continuity, that is,

the perception among members of the group that their community

is essentially the same as some historical group with which they iden-

tify. The idea that members of the community constitute the legiti-

mate followers of the hidden Imam, which is conveyed through

lectures and lamentations, may create such a sense of continuity. It

is my argument that this sense of continuity is a tool of authorisa-

tion in the chosen community since it associates the community and

its leadership with the Ahl-e beyt and thus strengthens its members’

eagerness to respect and preserve the community in its present form.

In other words, if the loyalty which the identification creates for the

Ahl-e beyt is transferred to the contemporary leadership and the val-

ues cherished in the community, this is a tool of authorisation. I

propose that, to a certain extent, this is what happens in the cho-

sen community.

The lecturers and prayer leaders reinforce the continuity between

historical and contemporary leadership when they mix allusions to

the historical Imams or Imam Mahdi with references to the Supreme

leader of the revolution, 'Ali Khàmene"i. This happens regularly but

is perhaps most apparent in the invocations that usually conclude

the prayer sessions:

God! Let us have a life and death like him [Hoseyn]. Make Imam
Zamàn appear soon. Make him satisfied with us. Let us be his fol-
lowers and friends. God! Protect the leader ['Ali Khàmene"i], who is
the son of Fàteme and 'Ali. Until the appearance of Mahdi, let us be
the best followers of Seyyed 'Ali [Khàmene"i]. O God! Remove the
leader’s enemies!38

38 Do'à-ye Komeyl, April 20th, 2000.
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It appears that the sense of continuity is established mainly in the

lectures and lamentations through the identification that I have dis-

cussed so far. However, there are other means as well. One of these

is the Twelver Shi'ite historiography and the analogy it proposes

between canonised leaders of the past and present authority. This

historiography, which is expressed in the material, clearly connects

the Ahl-e beyt and their historical followers to present-day Shi'ites in
Iran and to the constitution of velàyat-e faqih. I have already men-

tioned that it is believed that Imam al-Mahdi transferred his velàyat
to the jurisprudents before his greater occultation and thereby ordained

these to rule as his representatives until his return.39 Since the pre-

sent community is characterised by its emphasised loyalty to this

belief, and since its loyalty is encouraged in the lectures and lamen-

tations, this historiography, arguably, contributes to the sense of con-

tinuity among the members of the present community. This also

includes the 'olamà who are supposedly strengthened to see them-

selves as representatives of the absent leadership of the Imams.

Through such analogy a story about Imam Hoseyn’s call for uncon-

ditional obedience from his followers40 can become a request for the

listeners’ complete acceptance of velàyat-e faqih. In this manner the

lectures and lamentations are tools of authorisation through the sense

of continuity which they propose and encourage.

Ritualised Context

The words of the lectures and lamentations authorise by calling for

obedience, identification and continuity. They are acts of speech

which communicate reverence and respect for objects of significant

symbolic importance to the community. However, there is a physi-

cal side of the authorisation process as well. Verbal authorisation is

dependent on the fact that the persons who speak, as well as the

place and time in which they speak, are themselves highly ritualised

and thus charged with the status that follows from ritual otherness.

That is, if the manbar was not recognised by the community as the

39 This idea, known as nà"eb ol-'àmm, has roots in the 16th century but got its
present formulation through Ayatollàh Khomeyni in the late 20th century. It is pos-
tulated in the constitution of the Islamic Republic. For more thorough information,
see, for instance, Momen 1985: 195–196 or Arjomand 1988: 371–382. 

40 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
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chair of truth speakers, if the turban was not seen as an attribute

of authority, or if Thursday nights were not believed to be religiously

especially favourable, the lectures and lamentations would not have

the status they now have. By mentioning this, I want to emphasise

that the ritualised context in which the lectures and lamentations are

performed need to be examined if one wants to comprehend the

spoken words and the way they contribute to the authorisation of

the community.

The over all context, then, is ritualised. The lectures and lamen-

tations are tools of authorisation also because of the ritualised frame-

work in which they are presented. As has previously been discussed,

ritual may be defined as a mode of activity which is different from

other kinds of human practice because of the way in which it is car-

ried out. It is primarily expressive and not necessarily instrumental41

and it can be described as essentially focused upon supernatural mat-

ters, or as addressed to the sacred.42 In the Islamic context, ritual

activities are seen as based on revelation, which is the core of Muslim

belief. They are seen as representations of a divine enactment with

eternal validity. Such a position creates a strong connection between

orthodoxy and orthopraxy in the Islamic tradition43 and this is par-

ticularly important for the understanding of how a ritualised context

contributes to authorisation. Since the ritualised activities are expe-

rienced as unchangeable and absolute, they are difficult to criticise

and therefore prevent change. This is also the reason why it can be

said that the ritualised framework authorises the community. However,

rituals also get their authorising capacity through the multitude of

self-referential meanings which they may have. Ritualised acts may

have several meanings at the same time and may be construed

differently by different persons. Because of this flexibility, rituals may

be perceived as uniting and authorising even if the individuals who

are united have different understandings of what it is that unites

them.44

As I have mentioned earlier, authorisation can be described as

acts of speech and body which communicate reverence and respect

41 The definition is borrowed from Catherine Bell. Bell 1992: 70–71.
42 Bell 1992: 91.
43 Bell 1997: 196.
44 Hylland Eriksen 2000: 240.
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to objects of significant symbolic importance in the community. In

other words, one could say that the authorisation (and for that mat-

ter the ritualisation) happens through talking and moving: through

the way people speak to each other; through the pitch of their voices;

the words they choose to say and when; through the way people

move; the hastiness of their movement; their facial expressions; spe-

cial series of movement such as namàz and so forth. For instance,

there is a general wish, sometimes strengthened by a religious decree,

at all Islamic congregational prayers that the believers should pray

side by side and go through the movements of the prayer simulta-

neously. In order to fulfil this desire it is common that believers who

arrive late for the prayers try to catch up with the others and pray

separately before they join the group of people saying their prayers

simultaneously, thus being able to participate in the peace greeting

that ends every prayer session. Acts such as these further elucidate

the aspects of community construction in the ritual context.

Through acts of speech and of the body, the environment in which

the lectures and lamentations take place is authorised. To begin with,

the time in which they take place is sanctified. The lectures are given

after the evening prayer. They take place after the setting of the

sun, which is clearly recognised by anyone sitting under the sky in

the open mosque. They are also given on Thursday night, which is

the most spiritually beneficial evening of the week in the Shi'ite tra-
dition, or in connection with especially revered months of the Islamic

calendar such as Moharram, Safar or Ramazàn. Thus, the time on

which the lectures are given is special and it is obvious to anyone

brought up in an Iranian Islamic environment that this is the case.

Moreover, the locality of the lectures and lamentations, that is the

mosque in general and the manbar or the mehràb in particular, are

authorised. Their orientation towards qeble, for one thing, connects

with a global Islamic geography. Their calligraphic ornamentation

with quotations from the Koran connects to the revelation accord-

ing to which it is believed that human beings and the universe is,

or ultimately will be ruled.

Visitors to the mosque contribute to the authorisation by acting

in a way which is different from the way one acts in more profane

circumstances. While entering the mosque it is customary to say Yà
Allàh!45 in order to mark one’s presence. When people move around

45 This expression, meaning “O God!”, is in itself common also in other
circumstances.
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in the mosque, they do so with a certain composure. It is common

to greet each other with an Arabic-sounding salàm 'aleykom and the

atmosphere is appreciably friendly. However, it is the ritual ablu-

tions that most noticeably mark the special status of the mosque.

The vozu, which precedes the prayer and constitutes the first thing

all visitors do, marks the place one has now entered as something

significantly other than that which is outside.

A tangible example of authorisation could be the way the Ayatollàh
is treated in this community. Whenever he enters the mosque all

conversations stop entirely or are subdued. Those who first notice

his arrival will whisper to their friends that Hàjji àqà46 has arrived

and many will stand up solemnly to manifest their reverence for the

Sheykh. Some people, usually young tollàb and basij, will also solemnly

touch or kiss his cloak in order to show their reverence and get

some of his barakat.
Through all its components (temporal and local position, voices,

words and the bodily movements) the ritualised framework in which

the lectures and lamentations take place contribute to the authori-

sation of the chosen community, because these components attribute

status and communicate reverence to the framework of the lectures

and lamentations.

The Takbir

An elucidating example of authorisation through the ritualisation in

the community could be the prayer slogan known as takbir. In the

mosque, takbir is a one-minute prayer slogan that defines the ene-

mies and heroes of the Islamic Republic and calls upon God’s curse

and blessing respectively. At the end of every evening prayer all the

members of the community recite it jointly. The rhyme can vaguely

be divided into two separate parts of which the former is more polit-

ically charged and the latter is more prayer-like and pronounced

with hands raised as in prayer. In full, the takbir reads as follows:

Allàho akbar, Allàho akbar, Allàho akbar, Khàmene"i rahbar,
marg bar zedd-e velàyat-e faqih, dorud bar razmandegàn-e eslàm, salàm bar
shahidàn,
marg bar Àmrikà, bar Englis, bar monàfeqin-o Saddàm, marg bar Esrà"il.

46 Hàjji àqà is a respectful epithet used for 'olamà in general.
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Khodàyà, khodàyà, tà enqelàb-e Mahdi az nahzat-e Khomeyni mohàfezat befarmà.
Khàmene"i rahbar, be lotf-e khod negahdàr, be àberu-ye Mahdi,
àmin, yâ Rabb ol-'àlamin.

God is greater! God is greater! God is greater! Khàmene"i is the leader
Death to the enemies of the government of the jurisprudent!
Greetings to the fighters of Islam! Peace upon the martyrs!
Death to America! Death to England!
Death to the hypocrites47 and Saddàm! Death to Israel!

O God! O God! Until the revolution of Mahdi, protect the movement
of Khomeyni. Khàmene"i is the leader, keep him in your mercy.
For the sake of the honour of Mahdi.
Amen, O God of the worlds.

The takbir becomes a tool of authorisation according to the above

stipulated means: it hails the community’s heroes and leaders, it con-

nects these to the Ahl-e beyt, and it is said in a ritual context. A fruit-

ful way to approach the takbir is to see it as an addition to the

Islamic creed, which adds the canonical religious and political view-

points of the Khomeynist republic. This definition becomes possible

since the rhyme fulfils several criteria of a creed.48 I will now elab-

orate somewhat on this approach.

To begin with, a creed is a concise definition and confession of

faith that does not explain the reasons for the given dogmas. Through

the takbir the members of the congregation confess, without explain-

ing, the basic dogmas of the Khomeynist ideology in addition to the

definition of the most fundamental Shi'ite doctrines given in the

Shahàdat 49 and recited in the prayers. The central and supreme posi-

tion of God and the constitutionally stipulated Mahdi expectation

are established. The principle of governance by the jurisprudent is

established and the leadership of Khomeyni and Khàmene"i is

confirmed, the institution of martyrdom is emphasised and the ene-

mies of the Islamic Republic are defined.

47 In the present context “the hypocrites” refer to those persons and groups that
sided with Khomeyni in the revolution but later dissociated themselves from him
and his political construction, the Islamic Republic. Ex-president Bani Sadr and the
political organisation Mojàhedin-e Khalq are examples of a person and an organ-
isation, respectively, considered to belong to this group.

48 The criteria are vaguely based upon argument put forth by Martin Speight.
Speight 1987.

49 I confess that there is no other god than God, I confess that Mohammad is
God’s messenger, I confess that 'Ali is God’s friend.
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Creeds can be said to describe the viewpoint of a certain group

in polemical relation to that of other groups. Thus, for example, the

“We believe in . . . One Lord Jesus Christ . . . God from God, light

from light, true God from true God, begotten not made, consub-

stantial with the father . . .”50 of the Nicean creed, is obviously for-

mulated in opposition to Arian theology, just as the “lam yalid wa
lam yûlad wa lam yakun lahu kufuan ahadun” (he [i.e. God] begetteth

not, nor is he begotten and there is none like unto him)51 of Sura

Ekhlàs (No 112), which is constantly repeated in namàz, uses polemics

against the Christian contemporaries of Mohammad. The takbir is

somewhat more obvious in its polemics as it defines the community

in contrast to international enemies as well as the Iranian dissidents

referred to as the hypocrites. Furthermore, the takbir vaguely states

its support for the conservative line of policy in the domestic polit-

ical conflict, through the omission of Khàtami’s name and the repeated

mentioning of Khàmene"i’s.
Furthermore, a creed is socially uniting since it is regularly repeated

under ritual circumstances as a sign of the homogeneity of the com-

munity. Christian creeds are always recited in services, as is the

Jewish declaration of monotheism—the shema', and the Islamic shahà-
dat, which is repeated in daily calls to prayer. The ritual repetition

of takbir thus works as a united confession of the faith of the com-

munity, marking the unity of its members and manifesting their loy-

alty to the proclaimed ideology.

Dogmas confessed in creeds tend to be considered unquestionable.

This unquestionable character is strengthened by the fact that the

creeds are pronounced in ritual circumstances that charge them with

the authority of religious truth. For the same reason, creeds rarely

or never include any motives for the confessed doctrines. In the con-

text of namàz, no questioning statements are uttered. The prayers

recited are divinely revealed or authorised through the approbation

of the Prophet or the Imams. Namàz is no forum for discussion or

analysis but a secluded institution of emotion, surrender and wor-

ship where decrees given by God are attested.52 For this reason the

50 Quoted translation from Tanner 1990.
51 Quoted translation from Yousuf 'Ali 1975. 
52 In his lecture on August 6th, 1999, the grand Ayatollàh also emphasised the

importance of not questioning the words or the ritual performances of the namàz. 
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inclusion of the seemingly politically controversial takbir is especially

remarkable and can be seen as way of manifesting conceived unques-

tionable character of the canonical viewpoints of the congregation.

The Friday sermon is different since it is explicitly defined as a dis-

cussion of religious and political matters, given by religious leaders

whose authority anyone is free to accept or defy. Thus, political slo-

gans shouted in connection with Friday prayers cannot be under-

stood as sanctified political manifestos in the same way as the ones

constantly pronounced at evening prayers.

Finally, a creed is often in some way an expression of anxiety and

of a feeling that it is necessary to definitely decide what the view-

points of a religious movement are. Such a feeling is very unlikely

to appear as long as the founder of the movement is still alive since

he or she is always there to assist or restructure the dogmas in times

of doubt or conflict. Rather, a creed is what followers construct to

secure the survival of a movement and uphold its unity once the

founding authority is gone. Thus it is finally worth noticing that the

present takbir, viewed as the religious and political creed of modern

Iran, would also fit with this criterion since it in this version allegedly

came into existence after the death of Khomeyni.

By approaching the takbir as the creed of conservative ideology

embraced in the mosque it becomes clear that it contributes to cre-

ating ideological borders around the community. Thus it can be seen

as a tool of authorisation.

Summary

In this chapter I have discussed how the ritualised activities of the

community contribute to the creation of authority. I have done so

by utilising the concept of authorisation. I have defined this as the

continuous social process through which the community is recreated

and legitimised. It is a process which is generated through acts of

speech and body that communicate reverence and respect to per-

sons, times and places of significant symbolic importance to the com-

munity. I have suggested that the lectures and lamentations contribute

to the authorisation in four ways. (1) Explicit appeals for obedience

and respect of the religious authorities are the first. By ascribing

importance to the religious leadership and by advising people not to

question their decrees, such appeals contribute to the authorisation

of the community. (2) The lectures and lamentations create and
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encourage emotional identification with Ahl-e beyt among the com-

munity members. By being semantically identified with these, by

being called to organise their lives in accordance with their rules

and by being offered opportunity for emotional relief in listening to

their tragedies, the listeners are called to develop emotional bonds

to the Ahl-e beyt, which strengthens their loyalty. (3) The lectures and

lamentations propose and encourage a sense of continuity. By

identification with Ahl-e beyt and a Shi'ite historiography in which

contemporary 'olamà are perceived as legitimate heirs of the Imam’s

authority, a feeling of being essentially the same as revered Shi'ites
in history arises. This perception of self promotes loyalty to the her-

itage that springs from these historical Shi'ites. (4) The lectures and

lamentations are presented in a ritualised framework. Because the

persons who deliver the lectures and lamentations as well as the time

and place in which they are delivered are ritualised, greater respect

will be paid to their decrees.

I ended the discussion with an analysis of how the prayer slogan

known as takbir can be seen as an expression of the rituals’ contri-

bution to the authorisation process in the community. Thus, I have

argued that the speeches the informants’ listen to when going to the

mosque, in many ways urge them to preserve the rules and man-

ners of their community. By doing this, they contribute to the autho-

risation process as I have come to understand and define it. In the

following chapter I will discuss how the informants adhere to this

call and thereby elucidate the efficiency of the ongoing authorisa-

tion in their community.
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CHAPTER SIX

CRUMBLING AUTHORITY?

Now that Imam Zamàn is absent we have the
'olamà. They behave like the Prophet and therefore
people like them.

Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001

I have argued that authorisation is a part of the process through

which the community is legitimised and recreated. In the previous

chapter I discussed the role which the lectures and lamentations have

in this process. In my discussions on the concept of authorisation I

also expressed my support for the notion that all members of the

community, i.e. not only those revered as authorities, contribute to

the authorisation by displaying their reverence and respect for the

group and its attributes. In this chapter I will elaborate somewhat

further on this notion. In the previous chapter I distinguished four

ways through which the lectures and lamentations contribute to

authorisation. The following discussion will connect to two of these.

The first way concerns explicit appeals for obedience in the lectures.

This will be followed by a discussion concerning the extent to which

the informants are prepared to heed these appeals and obey the

authorities. The third way relates to the sense of communal conti-

nuity that the lectures and lamentations propose and encourage. I

will address this way of authorisation by outlining the informants’

ideas on the continuity of authority between the historical Ahl-e beyt
and the present-day 'olamà.

My main concern focuses on the informants and their ideas on

religious authority. The five major informants of this study play (or

at least used to play) their given parts in the social drama which

constitutes the authorisation of the chosen community. While at the

mosque, they constantly manifest their reverence for the authorities

through verbal affirmation, facial expressions and bodily movements.

Some of the informants even shoulder the role of authority them-

selves at times. Mohammad Mahdi, for instance, teaches the Koran

and Mosta'àr is a tàleb.
It is now my intention to present and discuss the informants’ views



on the authorities as they have presented them to me in our talks.

It will soon become evident that by no means do they have identi-

cal ideas concerning the religious authorities that they constantly

encounter in the mosque and in their everyday lives. However, reli-

gious authorities have frequently been mentioned in my structured

and unstructured interviews with the informants, and thoughts on

hierarchies of power and structures of authority are inevitably touched

upon if one wishes to discuss religious matters in the Islamic Republic.

Although I have occasionally asked the informants directly about

their opinion on the authorities, their ideas about them have often

been revealed in our discussions.

The following is a compilation of statements and comments regard-

ing the matter in my field notebooks and interviews. As I have gone

through the material I have found that the views on authority among

the informants are somewhat divided. The most commonly expressed

view is an overwhelmingly positive exaltation of the authorities. Behind

this view, however, lingers a concern with the complexity of the sit-

uation and doubts about the trustworthiness of those in positions of

authority. I have chosen to divide my presentation according to these

two views. I will begin by presenting the most commonly expressed

affirmative opinions on authority. I will exemplify these through the

case of Mosta'àr. Thereafter, I will continue to present less common

and socially less accepted ideas, moving on to the rather radical

example of Jamie who underwent a dramatic change of attitude con-

cerning these matters during the period of this study. I will conclude

the presentation with some analytical remarks.

Here the word authority refers to persons and offices that are autho-

rised in the present community according to the understanding of

the process presented in the previous chapter. Although the author-

ities that are defined in this way are often the same as the persons

who possess actual executive power, this is not necessarily the case.

For instance, as has been discussed previously, the administrative

council of the mosque is by no means socially authorised in the same

way as the 'olamà are. Despite this the members of this council are

the ones who make final decisions concerning activities in the mosque.

In the following presentation they will not be referred to as persons

of authority. Hereafter this term will solely refer to the various 'olamà
as well as to the unseen Imam that these are thought to represent.
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Exaltation of Authority—The Case of Mosta'àr

Among my informants Mosta'àr is perhaps the greatest supporter of

the authorities. He is also the one who is most involved in religious

activities. Being a tàleb, his everyday life takes place entirely in and

around the religious institutions and he is on the threshold of becom-

ing an 'àlem.

Mosta'àr was in his mid-twenties when he was interviewed for this

study. He was born a few years before the revolution in a small

town in western Iran. His parents and his six siblings soon moved

to Tehràn where Mosta'àr grew up and went to school. He remem-

bers the years in Tehràn with sorrow. His parents fought all the

time and he developed concentration problems in school. He finished

his studies as a young teenager because of this. After that there fol-

lowed a time when he occasionally worked as a construction worker,

but most of the time he was unemployed and roamed around the

streets of Tehràn with, what he now calls, bad friends. At this time,

fearing that he would become a criminal, Mosta'àr tells me that he

prayed for new friends. He remembers that his prayers were answered

during his military service when he found new friends who were

more religious. It was these new acquaintances who influenced

Mosta'àr to embark on his present career. He developed an inter-

est in religious matters and became a member of the basij organi-

sation. After his time in the army he applied to a number of religious

schools with the ambition of completing his high school studies and

studying theology. He applied to many howze schools in several parts

of the country and was eventually admitted to one of the religious

schools of Esfahàn. He has been a tàleb since then.1

During my three last visits to Esfahàn I spent much time with

Mosta'àr and his fellow students at their madrese not far from the

mosque. Usually I met Mosta'àr at the evening prayers after which

I returned with him to his school. To go there one needs to find

one’s way through the winding narrow alleys of the bazaar quarters.

Mosta'àr’s madrese, like most madreses in the city, is a four-eyvàn build-

ing with a large square gardenlike courtyard surrounded by turquoise

decorated walls dotted with balcony-like niches. The study-chambers

1 Tàleb is a religious student of a madrese.
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of the tollàb are located behind these. Mosta'àr and I usually had

our talks until late at night in one of those niches, overlooking the

fountains and trees of the courtyard. In these discussions we spoke

a great deal about authority. What he told me will serve here as an

example of an attitude towards authority that Mosta'àr, to a large

extent, shares with Amir, 'Ali and Mohammad Mahdi.

Imam Mahdi

The hidden Imam, Imam Mahdi,2 is ever present in Mosta'àr’s dis-

cussions on religious matters. He expresses a resilient trust and belief

in the existence of this character and, in accordance with Shi'ite
dogma, he considers him the supreme authority under God and the

unquestionable leader of all humankind.3 Although all informants

generally agree in this matter,4 Mosta'àr represents the most defined

understanding of the nature of Mahdi. When asked about Mahdi’s

whereabouts, he answers that the hidden leader lives with his friends

on a hidden green island in the ocean.5 This notion is in no way

metaphysical or symbolic, he ascertains, but should be understood

as a definite physical truth.6 Mahdi’s position in Mosta'àr’s ritual life

is also prominent. Mosta'àr emphasises the necessity of prayer for

his rapid return7 and there are special supplications dedicated to

Mahdi,8 which Mosta'àr recites regularly.9

Amir, 'Ali and Mohammad Mahdi have beliefs regarding Mahdi

which are very similar to Mosta'àr’s. However, they are less definite

in their opinion concerning how the level of the physical or meta-

2 Although, for the sake of clarity, I refer to this character as Imam Mahdi, or
simply “Mahdi”, this is not the epithet usually used by the informants. Among them
Imam Zamàn, meaning Imam of Time, is much more common.

3 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001. 
4 See, for instance, Jamie, April 15th, 2000; Mohammad Mahdi, May 25th, 2001;

'Ali, May 11th, 2001; Amir, August 26th, 1999.
5 This green island, Jazire-ye khozrà, is well known in Shi'ite mythology. 
6 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
7 Similar ideas are also proclaimed by the other informants. See, for instance:

Jamie, April 15th, 2000; Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001; 'Ali, May 11th, 2001; Mohammad
Mahdi, May 25th, 2001; Amir, August 26th, 1999.

8 The most common of these prayers is Do"à-ye Komeyl.
9 This is also true in the case of the other informants, especially Mohammad

Mahdi who recites Mahdi-prayers on a daily basis. Mohammad Mahdi, May 25th,
2001.



physical nature of Mahdi should be understood.10 Jamie is the most

cautious. When I asked him about the hidden Imam on the second

field trip, his answer was dismissive, almost as if the matter was irrel-

evant or its details unimportant. “We hope, but we do not know

how it will be when he comes”, he said. “We can only pray.”11

Velàyat-e Faqih

The idea of nà"eb ol-'àmm, authorised representation (of Imam Mahdi),

has become an established doctrine in Shi'ite law. It is generally

recognised by Iranian 'olamà and it is the foundation of the consti-

tution of the Islamic Republic based on the concept of velàyat-e faqih,
governance of the jurisprudent. Mosta'àr trusts in this doctrine too.12

He explicitly expresses his belief that the supreme leader of the

Islamic revolution, today Ayatollàh 'Ali Khàmene"i, represents the

hidden Imam:

There are two sorts of leaders: worldly, like the Shah and godly, like
Imam Khomeyni . . . We should follow the second. Worldly leaders
lead us astray but the godly ones lead us to paradise. . . . velàyat is the
same as godly leadership, it is leadership confirmed by God. . . . First
there was Mohammad, then 'Ali, then the Imams, and then? After
Imam Zamàn who is the successor? Khomeyni! . . . and in Iran [nowa-
days] Khàmene"i.13

Mosta'àr states that he trusts in the system of velàyat-e faqih as the

best system because God has confirmed it. In this trust lies great

reverence for the two jurisprudents who have hitherto lead the Islamic

Republic: Ayatollàh Ruhollàh Khomeyni and Ayatollàh 'Ali Khàmene"i.
Mosta'àr is unrestrained in his praise for these leaders. As far as

Khomeyni is concerned, Mosta'àr praises him exceedingly. For

instance, when I asked him what a perfect Shi'ite Muslim should be

like, his immediate association was to Khomeyni, whose exemplary

behaviour he chose to describe in the following words:

10 Mohammad Mahdi, May 25th, 2001; 'Ali, May 11th, 2001; Amir, August
26th, 1999.

11 Jamie, April 15th, 2000.
12 'Ali, May 11th, 2001; Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001; Amir, August 26th, 1999.
13 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
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Today [a perfect Shi'ite should be] like Imam Khomeyni, . . . Look
David, Imam [Khomeyni] cried for Hoseyn, his clothes were clean,
he combed, he liked orphans, he was kind, he spoke about flowers,
liked orphans, he was an enemy of America who did bad things and
Israel who killed Palestinians. He was firm and not afraid of anything
except God, he liked his family and people, people liked him. . . . He
was kind. . . . Everything he did was for God, . . . not for money, not
for power, only for God. He wanted nothing but God.14

Mosta'àr’s understanding of the nature of human authority, which

is exemplified in the quotations above, is characteristic of the com-

munity he represents. Being both an active basij and a tàleb, he is

influenced by the authoritative and conservative ideology that char-

acterises these groups. The basij organisation is authoritative in its

structure and directly connected to the leadership of Khàmene"i. As

Mosta'àr understands it, the godly leadership which Khàmene"i rep-

resents, is marked by God-fearing kindness and love. By ascertain-

ing this on several occasions, he distinguishes the godly leadership

of Khàmene"i from worldly royalty, which is implemented by force

and, as he believes, historically represented by the Pahlavi kings, the

United States and Israel.15

The other informants also express strong faith in the system of

velàyat-e faqih. They have stated that they trust it because it is autho-

rised by the Koran, because it “makes things better for people”,16

and because it has never been bad for them.17 One of them is

Mohammad Mahdi, who usually agrees with Mosta'àr. According to

him, the fact that the Islamic Revolution was successful and that it

has lasted through several years of war and constant counteractions

from powerful enemies is in itself a proof that its leadership is aided

by God and Imam Mahdi, and that therefore it must be sinless. “If

they sinned”, Mohammad Mahdi states, referring to Khàmene"i and

the leadership, “Imam Zamàn would take his hand away from them”.18

Amir expresses a similar idea. In order to reach the level of marja',19

he argues, a person needs to have God’s favour and to have close

14 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
15 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.
16 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
17 Amir, April 27th, 2000.
18 Mohammad Mahdi, May 25th, 2001.
19 A mojtahed who is referred to by people for following in Islamic matters.
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contact with him. Therefore the very position of a religious author-

ity in itself is proof of his closeness to God.20 Based partly on this

argumentation, Amir trusts Khàmene"i entirely. He describes him as

a perfect man21 in whom everything that is good will find its expres-

sion. In our first interview, Amir stated that he would willingly kill

himself for Islam if Khàmene"i ordered him to.22 Mohammad Mahdi,

whose respect for the supreme leader is also strong, believes that he

has direct contact with the hidden Imam. Stories verifying such a

notion are not uncommon in the community and Mohammad Mahdi

refers to these stories in order to find arguments that strengthen his

own position.23

The 'Olamà

Analogous with Mosta'àr’s reverence for the supreme leaders is his

respect for all 'olamà. As with Amir and 'Ali, he thinks highly of reli-

gious authorities in general. Amir expresses a belief that the 'olamà
are collectively guided by the hidden Imam as they stand behind

the supreme leader;24 and 'Ali expresses admiration for 'olamà whom

he defines as people with good knowledge about the human soul;25

When asked to give his opinion, Mosta'àr answered:

['olamà] should be respected, they are usually devoted [mokhles], usu-
ally without sin, they are generous and giving. They give rings.26 'Olamà
do good things themselves and tell other people to do so as well,
because 'olamà go the same way as the Prophet and the Imams. Now
that Imam Zamàn is absent we have the 'olamà. They behave like the
Prophet and therefore people like them.27

In the local context, the Ayatollàh is the most prominent represen-

tative of the 'olamà. He is also one of the most highly ranking 'olamà

20 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
21 This term ensàn-e kàmel has several connotations in Islamic mystic anthropology. 
22 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
23 One such story relates an incident when Khàmene"i was overheard talking to

a mysterious stranger who supposedly was Imam Mahdi himself. Mohammad Mahdi,
May 25th, 2001.

24 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
25 'Ali, May 11th, 2001.
26 This notion is based on an experience Mosta'àr had told me about earlier in

which an 'àlem whom he respected gave his ring to a poor man.
27 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001.



in Esfahàn. The informants appreciate the position of their com-

munity leader and for many of them it is one of the main reason

why they come to this specific mosque.28 The Ayatollàh is also espe-

cially revered because of his closeness to Khàmene"i,29 his succinct

style,30 his barakat31 and the akhlàq-focus of his sermons.32 Besides

Mosta'àr, it is especially 'Ali who praises the Ayatollàh. 'Ali describes

him as one of the most important persons for their spiritual devel-

opment.33 'Ali states “He is the most important [teacher], he is a

great leader. He teaches about the lives of the young and thereby

saves many young Iranians”.34

Focusing mainly on the case of Mosta'àr, I have exemplified the

overwhelmingly positive attitude towards religious authority that many

of the informants express. On an abstract level this view is founded

in a firm trust in the authority of Imam Mahdi. If this trust is com-

bined with the notion of nà"eb ol-'àmm, it is by analogy transferred

to the 'olamà in general and the especially prominent Ayatollàhs in

particular. From the theoretical perspective proposed in this study,

however, it can be seen as an expression of successful authorisation.

The complete acceptance of the authorities and the system they rep-

resent I construe as an attitude towards authority which can only

come to pass if the power structures are thoroughly internalised by

the individual and the authorisation is successful.

Dealing with Diversity

The schisms in Shi'ite authority in contemporary Iran are a sensi-

tive issue for the informants belonging to this group. Most infor-

mants deny that there is a conflict among the leaders in the Islamic

Republic at all. The maintenance of unity among Iranian 'olamà
seems to be an important issue for them. Since this notion may

appear somewhat contradictory to the political situation in the Islamic
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12th, 1999; Mosta'àr, April 16th, 2000; Amir, August 26th, 1999.

29 Mohammad Mahdi, September 12th, 1999.
30 Jamie, September 2nd, 1999.
31 'Ali, May 11th, 2001.
32 'Ali, May 11th, 2001; Mohammad Mahdi, September 12th, 1999; Jamie, April

15th, 2000.
33 'Ali, May 11th, 2001.
34 'Ali, May 11th, 2001.



Republic, it is interesting to say something about the reasons for this

opinion.

Before doing this, however, it is important to highlight the influence

that the interview situation may have on the informants’ thoughts

in this matter. As has been previously discussed, the world view of

which authority is a part does not necessarily have to be logically

coherent. Notions like these are not merely intellectual but integrated

into the individual’s entire being and, in addition to logical coher-

ence, involve emotions, aesthetics, physical experience and so on.

Authority is not appreciated on an intellectual level primarily. When

the informants have been asked about their views on authority and

the reasons for these views, they have been forced to express expe-

riences that perhaps have been previously unformulated by means

of explanatory language. In other words, they have had to trans-

form emotional, and socially defined experiences into issues of rea-

son. Arguably, this alteration is likely to have caused a feeling that

the issue at stake is somewhat reduced; that any explanation com-

prehensible to an outsider fails to convey what the experiences are

actually about. In the conversations I have sensed that some of the

informants have had such a feeling. This misdirection in the inter-

view situation partly explains the inconsistency of the informants in

this matter.

Still, there is a strong emphasis on unity among those who accept

the authority without criticism. I would like to propose that this is

so because unity among the authorities guarantees that the Islamic

system is objectively true and functioning. If one were to accept that

there are schisms among highly ranked 'olamà in Iran, one would

indirectly have admitted that the Islamic system is not entirely based

on reason but is subject to some sort of interpretation. Such a con-

clusion goes against the understanding of the informants and the lec-

turers inspired by Mo'tazelism and therefore make the present conflict

among the authorities all the more problematic. However, the conflict

within society is too obvious to deny completely, not least since the

informants themselves are a part of it.

I conclude that for Mosta'àr, Amir, 'Ali and Mohammad Mahdi

one way of dealing with domestic divergences is to externalise their

causes. The idea that is generally expressed is that there is complete

unity among the high-ranking religious leaders of the Islamic Republic,

but that it might appear as if this unity was threatened. Such notions,

however, are not true but planted by the enemies of Islam in order
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to destabilise the Islamic Republic.35 Thus, any apparent disagree-

ments among the religious leadership are nothing but delusions planted

by the United States of America and other enemies as an aggres-

sive act against Iran. By adopting such an understanding, while rea-

soning about their views on authority, the informants create a logically

coherent explanation for their situation and thus manage to express

their views on authority though means of explanatory language with-

out violating their emotionally experienced understanding.

Doubts

Although the informants often voice an exaltation of the authorities,

their thoughts in these matters are not as one-sided as this presen-

tation hitherto may have depicted them. I would not suggest that

the positive image which the informants give voice to is dishonest

or modified. It is my impression that some of them, especially Mosta'àr,
'Ali and Mohammad Mahdi, sincerely have very high thoughts con-

cerning Shi'ite authority in general. But, even if Iran’s external ene-

mies are blamed for many problems, the above-presented unlimited

affirmation of authority is difficult to uphold without further modu-

lation in the Islamic Republic of today. Schisms in the religious and

political establishment are far too obvious to disregard totally, and

the informants, as will be shown below, cannot completely do so

either. During the fieldwork, as our relationships have become more

trusting, I have come to know another side of the informants’ views

on the authorities that modify the above presented exaltation in

different ways. I will now go on to present these.

I have discovered that the informants have made certain uncom-

fortable observations that modify their exalting attitude towards the

authorities. The informants, mainly Amir, Mohammad Mahdi and

'Ali, have expressed their thoughts and annotations on these mat-

ters in our talks. For the sake of clarity, I have categorised their

observations into three different categories. These regard the issues

of unity, legitimacy and whether or not the authorities are up-to-

date. I will now present and comment on these one by one.

35 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, September 12th, 1999, Amir August
26th, 1999.
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Unity or Diversity

There has been a general eagerness among the informants to stress

that there is complete unity among the religious authorities in Iran.

On various occasions all of them (except Jamie) have stated that

there are no conflicts within the group of 'olamà and that the religio-

political establishment of the Islamic Republic has never been shat-

tered or divided.36 The very eagerness to stress this point may in

itself hint that the informants struggle somewhat with doubts con-

cerning this matter and that there are reasons to believe that their

experiences, are less uniform than they may depict them to be. As

we shall se, this has also proven to be the case.

Unity is an Islamic ideal. It is expressed in the concept of towhid,37

which denotes the monotheistic unicity of God but also the reflection

of this unicity in the unanimity of the Muslim omma. The nà"eb ol-
'àmm-doctrine and the hierarchic structure of Shi'ite 'olamà further-

more encourage homogeneity among Shi'ite Muslims in general and

the 'olamà community in particular. The societal situation in con-

temporary Iran stands in sharp contrast to this ideal. As has been

discussed previously, post-war Iranian society is torn apart by a

conflict that concerns the future of the Islamic Republic in general.

Conservative forces, loyal to the ideals of the revolution and lead by

the supreme leader, stand against reformists of varying radicalism,

publicly lead by the massively supported President Khàtami. The

national conflict between conservatives and reformists is reflected in

the city of Esfahàn by the political tension between the conservative

'olamà, like the Ayatollàh of the chosen mosque and reformist lead-

ers, such as the Esfahàni Friday Imam, Ayatollàh Tàheri, who led

the daily prayers in a mosque on the other side of the city.

The informants need to relate to these conflicts. The societal ten-

sion between various groups in general are ever present in media,

at the universities, on the streets and in all public life. When I have

specifically asked about the tension between leading 'olamà, the infor-

mants have, as I have already mentioned, initially denied that such

tensions exist. When I then have asked whether it is at all possible

36 See, for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, September 12th, 1999.
37 Towhid means unicity. It is the first of the five so-called Roots of religion, osul

od-din.
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that diverse opinions can exist among 'olamà, the answers, on the

other hand, have been that such a thing is possible. 'Ali, for instance,

states that there are many ways to go and that the Supreme leader,

at least in theory, can make mistakes even if he is guided by Imam

Mahdi.38 Amir and Mohammad Mahdi, in their turn, both answer

that slight differences of political opinion may exist between leading

'olamà but that this does not mean that there is a conflict.39 Mohammad

Mahdi also stresses that the leaders make efforts to overcome differences

and to stay united.40 The informants, it seems, have somewhat con-

tradictory opinions concerning the unity of the authorities. They

accept the possibility of diversity and to some extent agree that it

exists. At the same time they deny that such diversity implies that

there is conflict among the leaders.

Although they deny its existence in part, the informants position

themselves explicitly in the presented conflict. Their choice of this

particular mosque as their daily place of prayer is in itself, to a cer-

tain extent, a positioning in the conflict. When I have asked about

their reasons to choose one leader instead of another, the answers

have often been vague and fumbling. I believe that the informants

are uncomfortable with the question. They feel, or so I have under-

stood it, that the question is aimed at aspects of the issue that are

irrelevant or unsuitable to discuss. Amir, for example, answers the

question why Khàmene’i is better than Tàheri in the following way:

I don’t know. God gives me a better feeling for one of them, or the
other. But what they do also counts. Tàheri is good too, but some say
he is not. I don’t go to the Friday prayers. He speaks about irrele-
vant stuff and says some bad things that are dangerous for society. He
is good but not as good as he should be with his position.

What bad things does he say?

Bad things about Khàmene"i41

For Amir, as this quotation shows, the main critique of the leader

he has not chosen is this leader’s critique of Amir’s favourite. This

sheds further light on how problematic internal conflicts among 'olamà
are for the informants.

38 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
39 Mohammad Mahdi, September 12th, 1999; Amir, August 26th, 1999.
40 Mohammad Mahdi, September 12th, 1999.
41 Amir, August 26th, 1999.
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Legitimate or Untruthful

The second observation that modifies the informants’ exalting atti-

tude towards the authorities concerns the honesty of their ambitions,

teaching and life style. When I have asked questions relating to this

issue the enthusiasm to answer has usually been limited. Iranian soci-

ety is totalitarian and criticism of authorities is a highly sensitive

matter. Therefore, I presume, most people would hesitate to talk

about this in an interview. 'Ali, for example, has not been willing

to answer any questions that concern possible negative sides of the

authorities. When I have asked him, he has denied having an opin-

ion and proposed that I ask the authorities themselves if I want to

know.42 Mosta'àr and Mohammad Mahdi represent the opinion that

most 'olamà are good but that there also are some bad ones.43 Jamie,

who, as we shall see, is the greatest sceptic, expresses his doubts

about the trustworthiness of the religious leaders most dramatically:

“I hope they are close to God”, he says, “but I know in my heart

that it may not be like that”.44 The informants have ventured to say

something about what qualities they believe the “bad” 'olamà lack,

however, the most common viewpoint is that some of them are cor-

rupt and do not live as they teach.45 To a certain extent, therefore,

the informants can be said to experience that some 'olamà are not

trustworthy, that they may be corrupt and that they may not fulfil

their divine responsibilities as satisfactorily as they themselves and

the Shi'ite system to which they belong propose.

This insight affects the informants’ understanding of authority in

such a way that they retain the overall acceptance of 'olamà’s author-

ity but define this group, not as all 'olamà, but as 'olamà with the

correct belief and life style. It is worth noting that the definition of

the authority is somewhat blurred. To wear a turban and to be edu-

cated in a madrese, it seems, is not enough to meet the criteria of

being an authority. Instead, this status is related to one’s teaching

and behaviour. I believe this may serve as an illustration of the way

in which authority is based on the trust of the hierarchically inferior.

42 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 11th, 2001.
43 Mosta'àr, May 14th, 2001; Jamie, April 27th, 2000.
44 Jamie, April 27th, 2000.
45 Mohammad Mahdi, May 31st, 2001.
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The 'olamà whom the informants have discerned as bad can be said

to be deauthorised by these informants. Their attributes, then, no

longer become signs of authority but symbols of usurpation.

Eternal or Outdated

The third observation concerning the informants’ relation to the

authorities concerns whether these and the Islamic system that they

represent are up-to-date. The revelation of the Koran is believed to

be the final revelation, equally valid for all time. The notion of the

living Imam guarantees the correct application and interpretation of

this revelation through the varying circumstances of the Shi'ite com-

munity. Although all the informants, as I have shown, approve of

this understanding, two of them, Amir and Jamie, have expressed

certain doubts. To them, much of what is taught by the 'olamà lacks

significance in their own lives because they find it predictable and

outdated. For instance, when I asked Amir about his marja', who is

Ayatollàh Behjat of Qom, he answered almost mockingly:

I have his resale,46 but I almost never read it. I will never read it again.
I have read one page so I know what it is all about.47

Amir likes the religious leaders, but he feels that their teaching does

not apply to him.48 He feels that the authorities are not up to date

concerning what is going on in the world and that they are not

modern enough to give useful advice in today’s society.

I have given examples of some thoughts that modify the infor-

mants’ image of the authorities. These thoughts disturb the autho-

risation process. By drawing the informants’ attention to potential

flaws in the Islamic system, they force them to reflect upon the state

of affairs and thereby undermine the solidity of their social reality.

For most of the informants, however, these thoughts are merely

nuances in their overwhelmingly positive impression of what the

authorities are like, modifying notions that do not seem to threaten

their general impression or change their affirmative attitude. For

46 Resale, or more correctly ar-resàlat ol-'amaliye, is the treatise on practical laws
concerning Islamic duties that a mojtahed or marja' writes for his followers to follow.

47 Amir, April 27th, 2000.
48 Amir, April 27th, 2000.
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Jamie, however, this is not the case. To him, the modifying obser-

vations have lead to a general questioning of Islam as such. I will

now present his case.

Rebuking the MOLLÀs—The Case of Jamie

Jamie is different from the other informants. When I first met him

in 1999, I could not predict the changes that he would go through

during the years that have passed since then. At the time he was a

widower clothed in black, a sorrowful man who visited various sor-

row-rituals on a daily basis and spoke constantly of the fragility of

life and the necessity of proper religion. Although Jamie often hes-

itated to speak directly about politics, I had the impression that he

was a true supporter of the velàyat-e faqih. I saw his presence in the

mosque, his agitating concern for Shi'ite Islam, and the fact that he

was sending his sons to religious schools as evidence of religious con-

servatism and support for the political leadership. I still believe, as

does Jamie, that this is what it was at the time. But things have

changed since then.

Jamie was born in Esfahàn but grew up in many different cities

since his father travelled around the country due to his work. In the

mid-1970’s he and his brother went to the United States and spent

a few years studying engineering there. At the time of the revolu-

tion he returned to Iran. As he remembers it, Jamie strongly sup-

ported the revolution and the Khomeynist regime. Although his

intention had been to go back to America, things changed and he

decided to stay in Iran. When the war broke out he enlisted as a

soldier in the army and joined the medical troops of the basij but

he never went to the front. At this time he also married. His wife

was a political activist engaged in the revolutionary struggle. Together

they had six children. When I first met Jamie in August 1999, forty

days had passed since she had passed away. She suffered from can-

cer and died young, leaving Jamie with the children. The youngest

was only a few years old. Jamie provides for his big family through

his work in a state-owned company.

When I came back to Esfahàn in April 2000, Jamie was much

the same as he used to be. A year later, on my third visit, however,

everything had changed. To begin with, I could not find him in the

mosque as usual. People said that he had ceased to come there a
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while ago. Eventually I found one of his sons who told me that his

father was out of town. The son was busy with Koran studies at a

nearby madrese at the time. He promised to give a message to Jamie

from me. There was nothing I could do but wait. The weeks passed

and nothing happened until finally one late afternoon the phone

rang in the little guest house where I usually stay while in Esfahàn.

It was Jamie. He said he now had some time and that he could

come and meet me. Somewhat astounded by the sudden change in

events, I grabbed my notebook and went out to see him.

When Jamie came, I immediately understood that he had under-

gone some radical changes. The car he was driving was a Buick

from the early 1970’s. He was wearing light green trousers, a yellow

unbuttoned shirt and big sunglasses. As I entered the car, Jamie was

sweet-talking to a girlfriend on the phone. He laughed and told her

he was sorry that he had not called her for a while at the same

time as he rid the passenger seat of music cassettes and, by means

of sign language, told me to make myself comfortable. Once the

phone conversation was over, the first thing he told me was that he

wanted to be called Jamie in my book. He liked the American sound

of that name and thought it would tally well with his new life style.

He told me that he wanted “to be free and to meet women”, that

he was fed up with his old life style and that he needed to live.

“Living is better than religion”, he said. “People need to live, they

need to breath”.

I spent much time with Jamie during the week that followed this

bewildering reunion. He did not want to go to the mosque. We usu-

ally had our talks and interviews while walking in parks or climb-

ing the mountains in the outskirts of the city. In those sessions we

talked a great deal about authority. Jamie was fed up with the author-

ities of the Islamic Republic. As he expressed it, he had reached a

point where he could not accept the situation any longer. He believed

many people shared this feeling. Once he brought me to a park not

far from the university in southern Esfahàn. The park was a meet-

ing place for liberal-minded people, full of youngsters stretching the

limits of tolerable public behaviour by wearing western-looking clothes

and engaging in non-traditional amusements such as riding bicycles,

going roller-skating or throwing frisbees. In many ways the park was

the complete opposite of the mosque. “Can you see that?”, Jamie

asked me as a roller skating girl swooped by us, “why [do you think
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they behave like this]?” Answering his own question, he said: “Because

they had too many lies from the mollàs!”49

Jamie told me that he had heard too many lies from the religious

authorities, that these lies had made him believe things which were

wrong, that they had made him make mistakes and that he was fed

up with all of it.50 He argued that the system that the religious

authorities propagate and uphold is outdated:

Maybe this religion doesn’t have an answer for today’s situation. Even
the mollàs! Most mollàs in the mosque come with things from 1500
years ago. They tell us about Hazrat-e Zahrà, what she was wearing,
but nobody tells us what we need today! Zahrà was good, but today’s
women, what should they be like? We have problems like these.51

The outdated style and the lies that Jamie had experienced caused

him to abhor the political system of the Islamic Republic that he

used to be so fond of. When I asked him about his opinion on

velàyat-e faqih he did not restrain his critique:

[Velàyat-e faqih] means dictatorship of one person over another . . . I
think the biggest problem in our society is velàyat-e faqih. Because it
makes one person think and decide for everybody. You know, even
government officials have to obey velàyat-e faqih. This is not fair! One
person cannot decide for everybody. In industrial countries those who
decide speak with other people first. One cannot think better than ten
persons. Velàyat-e faqih is the biggest problem in our country: Someone
in the government decides to do something but velàyat-e faqih says no,
people want to do things, velàyat-e faqih says ‘this is wrong’ . . . It is
stupid! Crazy!52

Jamie’s ideas about the Supreme leader himself were even more full

of disdain. He told me that the leader has no support among the

people, that he ought to resign and that his leadership is unjust and

totalitarian.53 Jamie was especially heated about the militant and

aggressive attitude which he experienced that Khàmene"i expressed:

49 Jamie, May 26th, 2001.
50 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
51 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001. Jamie speaks good English but makes grammatical

mistakes. I have corrected these in this and the following quotations from him.
52 Jamie, May 26th, 2001.
53 Jamie, May 26th, 2001.
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“He puts on a basij-scarf [to show that he is] ready to fight. With

whom? The people? I hate him!”54

Jamie’s negative assessment of the political system and its present

leader sometimes even caused him to question the general validity

of Islam as a religion. As we spoke about these matters, I had the

impression that such doubts were somewhat distressing for Jamie to

deal with. Over and over again he stressed the importance of being

rational and logical when making up one’s mind in these matters.

He seemed to experience a process that to him was both painful

and confusing:

There was a time [when] I really believed it, but now I doubt it. I
doubt many things in my country. I am confused. I want to be logi-
cal. Everybody, including my father, says: believe it! Even society says
so, but I am confused.55

Jamie’s thoughts concerning the system of the Islamic Republic was

clear. What confused and bothered him was whether there was

another Islam that he had not yet encountered. “Most people say

this Islam is bad”, he told me, “[but] if you ask [them] which Islam

is right, no one can answer you”.56 His considerations concerning

the existence of a better Islam did not find their final solution dur-

ing my visit in 2001. However, he did tell me that he was reach-

ing a point where he suspected that the problem might lie within

the religion itself.57 Such a statement caused me to ask him about

his opinion on the origin of Shi'ism, on the Ahl-e beyt and the hid-

den Imam. In his answer Jamie proclaimed that he still believed in

the existence of the Imams. But he doubted that they were the kind

of people that the authorities have portrayed. He found the image

of the Imams that the authorities presented too exclusive:

I think the Ahl-e beyt was in this world but not as they say. See, in
every nationality there are some champions, some good people, and
they are good of course, close to God. But I don’t think those Ahl-e
beyt were like the mollàs say they were . . . Ahl-e beyt didn’t fight for,
you know, some people only, they fought for all people, they were like
most champions.58

54 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
55 Jamie, May 26th, 2001.
56 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
57 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
58 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
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Jamie’s assumption that the Islamic system of today’s Iran is flawed

caused him to reach a similar conclusion concerning other Islamic

governments in history. When I asked him about it specifically, he

agreed that this conclusion might apply also to the caliphate of 'Ali,

which in Shi'ite historiography is generally much praised.

You have to be honest. When you read Islamic history, you see that
when one Imam was leader, truth died and that is the problem. We
shouldn’t choose Islam as government, as politics, They [i.e. Islam and
politics] should not relate, this is the big problem.59

Jamie, it seems, believed that if political leadership is centred around

one person of religious authority, the truthful core of the religion

will disappear. Although he expressed this idea about a historical sit-

uation and in general terms, I believe it is reasonable to assume that

he meant that this is what has happened also in the Islamic Republic.

Jamie had not lost his belief in God when I met him in 2001. He

was still a religious man, according to his own account. He still said

his daily prayers and stated that he had not forgotten about God.

“I know that he sees me”, he told me on one occasion, “but I think

he forgives me”.60

Causes of Change

I have shown that Jamie changed his attitude entirely during this

study. As he sees it himself, his change came as the result of a long

process of a logical scrutiny of the Islamic system. He had thought

things through and reached a conclusion that caused him to change.

There is no reason to question that Jamie has undergone such a

process of scrutiny. On the contrary, my talks with him in the years

that have passed clearly indicate that he really has. What is inter-

esting for me to discuss is why this eagerness to scrutinise came at

this time and what caused it. I think that there is more than one

answer to this question. One can pinpoint some contextual changes

that may have contributed as catalysts to Jamie’s change.

To begin with, the liberation process in Iranian society and the

schism within the leadership has made alternative political opinions,

life styles and attitudes towards authority much more apparent. People

59 Jamie, May 26th, 2001.
60 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
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who live in cities and perceive the changes there are arguably more

or less forced to make up their minds. In such a situation reflection

and scrutiny may be triggered. Since this has not occurred for the

other informants, however, this explanation is not enough.

Jamie is very different from the others and in order to explain his

particular development, it is necessary to look at his individual story.

Firstly, Jamie is older than the other informants. He is the only one

who has experienced pre-revolutionary Iran also. He lived in the

United States for a few years during the 1970’s. Therefore, he is

the only one who has seen a political system which differs from

Iran’s contemporary system. He has experienced secularism, other

religions and a Western youth culture and is consequently capable

of comparing the Iranian situation with these.

Furthermore, Jamie’s family situation underwent some dramatic

changes during the time of this study. The death of his wife forty

days before I first met him left him alone with six children. Two

years after this event Jamie changed his attitude towards the Islamic

authorities. Although Jamie himself disagrees, I believe it is reason-

able to propose that this change was much connected to his grief.

The involvement with new women that accompanied his change

seems to strengthen such an assumption. The fact that his wife was

strongly pro-revolutionionary, and that Jamie himself believes that

his political opinions were much influenced by the opinions of his

wife,61 further supports it. In any case, Jamie’s story shows how dra-

matic changes in attitude towards authority can be triggered by exter-

nal circumstances.

In 2002, when I came to Esfahàn for my final visit, Jamie was

again difficult to find. People told me that he had moved from the

city. When we eventually met, it immediately became clear to me

that he had had to suffer the price for his change towards liberali-

sation. He had changed the Buick for a smaller car and was back

to his old conservative Islamist look, wearing black clothes and a full

beard now greying with age and worries. The passed year had meant

many changes in his life. After revealing some of his new political

opinions at his workplace he had become unemployed. His previous

friends had told the manager that his opinions were not correct and

61 Jamie, May 28th, 2001. 
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they had subsequently fired him. Jamie could not disguise his hope-

lessness and frustration when we spoke about it. He had had to

move to another city to work now and he did not see his children

much any longer. “Their grandmother takes care of them”,62 he told

me. I felt that to some degree he had given up hope.

He lived a poorer life now and the new employment he had found

was not as good as the previous one. He told me that he knows the

authorities keep an eye on him, that he is cautious but not afraid.

“I keep quiet and things go well”,63 he told me. The return of his

old conservative Islamist look was part of staying out of trouble. It

was clear that Jamie had been quietened.

Discussion

It is significant that all informants have well-articulated opinions on

the hierarchic structures of their community. This indicates that they

all feel the need to relate to authority. This need says something

about the solidity of the power structures in the community. To

begin with, the informants’ stories testify that, although authorisa-

tion is the main means of power implementation in the community,

the adjoining means of persuasion and force are sometimes needed.

I will elaborate somewhat more on this notion.

Persuasion

I have previously pointed out that classical feqh argumentation is used

in the lectures to support the messages that the lecturers wish to

convey. A prerequisite for this argumentation to be valid is that the

Islamic revelation is accepted as objectively true and that the Koran

and Sunna, where the faqih finds his arguments, are seen as author-

itative sources. I do not consider such an understanding of the Islamic

revelation to be defendable by means of reason only although most

Shi'ite scholars would. Rather it is, at least partly, based on emo-

tional and other experiences that have come to exist through social-

isation. For this reason I do not consider the feqh-argumentation to

be an expression of the analytic category that I have chosen to call

62 Jamie, May 2nd, 2002.
63 Jamie, May 2nd, 2002.
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persuasion. However, other kinds of arguments which are included

in the lectures match this category. For instance, when the Ayatollàh
argues that the power of the 'olamà promotes stability in society, or

that it causes people to feel better, or that it improves their moral-

ity,64 it is suitable to talk about persuasion. This kind of argument

does not, like the feqh ones, presuppose that the audience accept the

Islamic base of the system, but rather aims at convincing them to

do so by means of reason. The fact that the lecturers have such an

ambition at all shows that they do not entirely trust the authorisation.

Jamie’s story tells us that their distrust in this matter is justified.

For him, the religious authorities and the Islamic system that they

represent can no longer be accepted without argumentation. During

our talks in 2001 he repeatedly stressed that he wanted to be logi-

cal concerning these matters.65 This means that he does not accept

the religious argumentation of the authorities without arguments

based on reason. In his own attempt to reach logical conclusions,

Jamie has ended up in severe criticism of the religious leadership

and doubts about the Islamic system. This exemplifies how leaving

the community can generate a need for persuasion in an individual

believer.

Force

As has already been stated, force is not apparent within the bound-

aries of the community. However, it does exist as a means to uphold

the power structures of the Islamic Republic as a whole. Even though

some of the informants may deny this,66 I consider it to be appar-

ent. The strict governmental control of media and the frequent

imprisonment of critical publicists may serve as examples. The basij
organisation, to which many informants belong, has as one of its

undertakings to control the behaviour of people if necessary by means

of force.

Jamie, who is the one informant for whom the authorisation no

longer works, has had to experience force. The loss of his job is the

paramount example of this. Before that he had also experienced the

64 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
65 See, for instance, Jamie, May 26th, 2001.
66 Mosta'àr, May 15th, 2001.
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punishment which comes from transgressing the limits in the Islamic

Republic. On one occasion, he told me, he was stopped by patrolling

basij while taking a girl-friend for a ride in his car. They had threat-

ened him with incrimination, but he had managed to talk his way

out of it. Jamie also had a good friend who was killed by the gov-

ernment in the early years of the revolution.67 To Jamie, naturally,

the possibility of becoming the subject of governmental violence is

ever present. As long as he was an active member of the commu-

nity, it seems, he did not think much about these issues. Now that

he has left the community, however, they have been brought to the

fore front again. This shows that leaving the community can entail,

not just awareness of, but also the bitter experience of force.

Persuasion and force are means of power implementation which

become apparent when the hierarchic structures of the community

are not thoroughly approved of by its members. Power structures

which are thoroughly supported need neither coercion nor arguments

to be upheld but only the social confirmation which I have labelled

authorisation. Jamie’s story, then, exemplifies a failure of authorisa-

tion in the community.

A Crumbling Authority?

I have shown that the informants’ attitudes towards authority can

be categorised into various degrees of acceptance or denunciation,

and I have exemplified how force and persuasion are implemented

when authorisation fails or crumbles. What, then, can be concluded

concerning the authority situation in the community?

To begin with, it is clear that all informants contribute to autho-

risation while visiting the mosque. This contribution happens auto-

matically when the unwritten rules of social conduct in the mosque

are followed. It is reasonable to conclude that the major means of

power implementation in the community is authorisation. This is

shown by the fact that most informants accept the authority of the

'olamà as legitimate and the Shi'ite system of belief, in which this

authority has its place, as true. If structural power is what defines

people’s thoughts and behaviour in matters that concern ethics,

aesthetics and world-view, it is clear that power in the present

67 Jamie, May 23rd, 2001.
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community to a great extent is structural and bound to the Islamic

system and the 'olamà who represent it.

The stories of Mosta'àr, Jamie and the other informants, how-

ever, clearly show how changeable this process is. Attitudes towards

authority, it seems, can be very varied in a seemingly homogeneous

community. The attitude of one individual can change as time goes

by and a person can hold several contradictory attitudes almost simul-

taneously. Jamie’s story, in particular, reveals the dynamics of this

authority situation. It makes clear that the state of affairs cannot be

understood as static but needs to be seen as an ongoing process in

which the ideas of individuals as well as the constellation of the

group can and constantly does change.

Another notion, which the stories of the informants provide, is

that a person’s contribution to authorisation does not necessarily

imply that this person approves of the authorities. The informants’

different views on the authorities do not shine through when they

participate in mosque activities. Jamie, being the obvious example,

participated in the mosque activities even after his doubts about the

Islamic system had started to develop and, in the last stage of his

story, he dressed and behaved as a loyal conservative although his

opinions were the opposite. The same goes for Amir, who had strong

doubts about the authorities during the last years covered by this

study but still occasionally participated in the activities and through

behaviour and speech contributed to the authorisation of its system.

The story of Jamie also shows that once one’s opinion about the

authorities has developed into complete repudiation, it may be difficult

to even set one’s foot in a place governed by these. When this hap-

pens, as it has in Jamie’s life, it is possible to leave the community

and thus even terminate one’s passive contribution to its mainte-

nance. Authorisation, then, appears to be a fluctuating phenomenon

in the sense that the individuals who contribute to it come and go

as they please. A general conclusion that can be drawn from this is

that the authority situation in the chosen community is not wholly

stable. To summarise, the line of argument to support this notion is

the following: To begin with, all informants have well thought-out

opinions about the legitimacy of the authorities. Even though their

views and strategies differ from one another, the fact that their posi-

tions are well developed indicates that the authority question is some-

thing they have thought about, that it is conscious and immediately
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topical in their lives. This, in turn, shows that authority is not obvious

to them.

The fact that both persuasion and force exist as a means of power

implementation in the community indicates the instability of the

authority situation. The informants have experienced force and per-

suasion both directly and indirectly. Since these means are only

needed when authorisation is not sufficient, the fact that they are

present in the community shows that power is not always obviously

perceived as legitimate but that it needs arguments and coercion to

be maintained.

The weakness of authorisation is furthermore exemplified by the

fact that all members of the 'olamà are not automatically seen as

authorities. I have shown that all informants think that some mem-

bers of the 'olamà are corrupt and illegitimate. This notion implies

that the traditional attributes of Shi'ite authority, such as the official

dress and the madrese education, are not sufficient guarantees of

authority in the eyes of the informants. In order to be considered a

real authority by them an 'àlem needs to be scrutinised and pro-

nounced just. This mistrust of the attributes of authorities is addi-

tional proof of the instability of the authority situation in the

community.

Finally, the individual case of Jamie is a clear example of how

authorisation fails in the community. The fact that his defection from

the community is accompanied by an augmented need to be logi-

cal and an increased awareness of force through memories of past

losses and injuries furthermore clarifies how persuasion and force

function as adjoining means to authorisation.

Jamie’s story, moreover, indicates how views on authority can

depend on contextual factors such as changes in life situations. I

have shown how his defection from the community corresponded in

time with his grief over the death of his wife. The community’s role

as a place of mourning will be further discussed later on. Suffice it

to mention here that events in one’s individual life may have a great

influence on one’s views on authority. The religious community and

the individual’s thoughts about it are interdependent in the private

context of the individual.

The conclusion that authority is not entirely accepted in the Islamic

Republic is not new. The entire modern political history of Iran

testifies of power struggles based on exceedingly different opinions
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concerning authority and the legitimacy of different groups’ claims

to power. What this chapter has shown, however, is that this power

struggle is not only fought between groups, but also in the minds of

individuals. Facing the increasingly polarised political and societal

situation in Iran, conservative supporters of the regime choose different

strategies to keep their situation coherent both intellectually and emo-

tionally. The examples of this which I have shown proves that also

Islamist religious authority in today’s Iran needs both persuasion and

force to be upheld, even among the very core group of its supporters.

This chapter, including the case of Jamie, has also shown that the

social process of authorisation, which was presented in chapter 5

and exemplified in the present chapter, needs to be complemented.

There is, no doubt, an official world view in the community, which

is made to be embraced by the informants by means of authorisa-

tion, persuasion and force. Yet, the case of Jamie reveals that the

informants can also relate independently to this world view. They

can at least in their own minds, choose to take it or leave it, to

reinterpret its meaning and to criticise its foundations. The authori-

sation process is not constant or entirely in end of itself. Instead, the

independence of individuals appears to create a reversed process of,

what we may call, de-authorisation. The individuals are not entirely

in the hands of their social environment.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

LECTURES AND LAMENTATIONS

People! These four things are very important: the
Zionist problem, the criminal America, bad friends
and sexual desires. Who can withstand them?

The Ayatollàh, February 23rd, 2001

I will now, for a while, leave the individual situations of the infor-

mants and focus on the mosque community as a whole. With this

chapter, then, my intention is to present the content and message

of the lectures and lamentations. The aim is to supply an idea of

the ethical, theological, ideological and historiographical messages

which the informants listen to when they participate in the institu-

tionalised ritual activities of the mosque. During their periods of

active participation, the informants have considered these canonical

views to be expressions of the divine revelation they consider Islam

to be. For this reason the messages preached in the mosque also

play a most significant part in my analysis of their personal self-ref-

erential beliefs. It is the informants’ beliefs and practices that con-

stitute the main focus of this study. This chapter presents the input

they get from the official authorities. It is not within the scope of

the present study to deeply analyse the stylistic, rhetoric or homiletic

aspects of Shi'ite preaching techniques. For such analyses the reader

will have to look elsewhere.1

Although I have made every effort to present the content of the

lectures as neutrally as possible, there should be no doubt that this

is my interpretation of the lectures and lamentations. I would there-

fore designate the method I have used in this chapter as interpre-

tative. This designation implies an awareness that my interpretation

is coloured by my own background. The informants and their

understanding of what is said in the mosque, however, also tint my

1 See, for instance, Thurfjell 1997, Richard 1989, or Thaiss 1972: 352–358 and
1973: 341–410.



interpretation. Although this is the case, I think it is relevant to

include a coherent presentation of the content of the official mate-

rial in this study. The material is interesting and valuable in itself

and therefore relevant to present in a coherent and structured way

to the reader, not least since information about what is said in a

conservative mosque in contemporary Iran is not easily available for

English-speaking academia. All summaries, moreover, by necessity

include an element of choice, and thereby also interpretation. The

reader should be aware of this.

I make no point of highlighting differences between the various

lecturers when I will present the content of their speeches in the fol-

lowing. The reason for this is that neither I, nor my informants,

consider there to be any great differences in terms of message.

Naturally, there are some differences in preaching style and minor

variations in ideological and theological interpretation. Some of the

preachers, for instance, have a more political apologetic profile whereas

others are more philosophically oriented. Differences like these are

obvious to my informants, who all have their personal favourites

among the preachers and prayer leaders, but they do not change

the general conservative profile, which is sustained by all preachers.

The informants, then, are strongly convinced that the Islamic sys-

tem, which the lectures and prayer meetings in all their variety aim

to present, as such is coherent and homogeneous.2 The hierarchic

structure of Shi'ite 'olamà also accounts for possible contradictions

between religious authorities in such a way that any religious claim

can be overridden if contradicted by a more revered religious scholar.

Because of this, and because the informants, if asked, ascertain that

they are not affected by differences between the various lecturers, I

will not focus upon such differences either. Furthermore, the lecture

material will be treated synchronically. Since the material has been

gathered from a four-year period there may be longitudinal differences

in it, but these will not be treated here since they are neither appar-

ent to me nor observed by the informants.

The official material consists of 31 lectures and 46 lamentations

from the various field trips. Among these, 18 lectures and 27 lamen-

tations have been chosen for a more thorough analysis. In order to

2 See for instance, Mohammad Mahdi, May 25th, 2001.
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get a completely representative sample of the official material in the

chosen mosque, a more extensive material would have been needed.

The material used in this study, however, does give examples of the

official material, which ought to be sufficient for the present analysis.

The lectures and lamentations referred to in the following have

been given at different occasions. Some of them have occurred in

connection with special holidays, and others are from more intimate

occasions than the public ceremonies of the mosque. Some lamen-

tations are from separate prayer meetings, while others were given

in connection with a lecture. Most of the material, however, comes

from the ordinary weekly Thursday-night sessions. The structure of

the lectures on these occasions is always the same: After the evening

prayer, the lecturer, usually the Ayatollàh, climbs the manbar and

starts talking. The beginning is routine: a brief supplication in Arabic

followed by repeated blessings of the Prophet and his progeny (salavàt)
in which the listeners join in. Thereafter follows a lengthy discus-

sion upon the chosen subject matter of the evening. This discussion

is usually built up in such a way that the point the lecturer aims to

make is supported with references to passages in the Koran, Hadith

material (revàyat), anecdotes about famous 'olamà and quotations from

Persian classical poetry. The discussion, which usually goes on for

about 45 minutes, concludes in an emotional lamentation in which

one of the well-known tragedies (mosibat) from the lives of the Ahl-e
beyt is described. Hearing this, most of the listeners hide their heads

in their hands, beat their chests and sob mournfully. The whole ses-

sion is ended with an Arabic supplication followed by a standard-

ised call for God’s blessing and help:

Help Muslims and Islam! Make Vali-e 'asr3 appear sooner! Let our
eyes behold him! Give us light and understanding, ability to be your
servants, to be virtuous, to develop ourselves spiritually, to purify our-
selves! Make Islam successful in the whole world as soon as possible!
Answer all our prayers, especially those of the ones present here! Heal
the pains of our society and people! Those who are lame! Solve the
problems of all people, especially the poor and weak! Please elevate
the position of those who served this country and were martyred, espe-
cially the Imam,4 the marja's, 'olamà and basij ! Please stop those who

3 Vali-e 'asr, The Guardian of Age, is an epithet for the hidden Imam Mahdi.
4 Imam in this circumstance denotes the late Imam Ruhollàh Khomeyni.
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weaken our society! Make the basij get rid of them! Let us be helped
by the Koran and the Ahl-e beyt in this world and the other!5

In the following I will present the lectures and the lamentations sep-

arately. Although they are often intermingled in the ceremonies, I

consider it best to treat them separately. The reason for this is that

they represent what could rightly be called different genres of reli-

gious speech. Genres can be differentiated from each other due to

literary or linguistic style or content. Therefore, lectures and lamen-

tations can be separated since the first category mostly consists of

more or less abstract expositions whereas the latter mainly includes

stories and prayers. Such a distinction is, however, too vague to be

entirely satisfactory. Since the present material is taken from spoken

discourse, I consider it more fruitful to distinguish its genres accord-

ing to the social conventions which surround their telling. This way,

the differences between the lectures and the lamentations will be far

more obvious. When lectures are held, the listeners sit straight, face

the lecturer and listen in concentration. Some take notes. When

lamentations are given, on the other hand, people hide their heads

in their hands and sob. Thus, it can be said that a genre signals

that a certain kind of bodily response is expected. This response, in

its turn, signals what kind of interpretation is appropriate. Thus, in

order to understand a text one needs to know its genre,6 and an

appropriate categorisation of a material like mine, in order to make

justice to the text, needs to be categorised, not according to the con-

tent or semantic characteristics of the material, but based on the

social behaviour that surrounds its presentation.

Lectures

As mentioned above, the presentation technique of lectures consists

of finding proof for a given viewpoint by referring to renowned

Islamic texts and persons. This is not the place for an extensive pre-

sentation of the homiletic methods of Shi'ite 'olamà. If I would ven-

ture to do that, the discussion would surely digress far from the field

that this study aims to focus on. I will therefore confine myself to

5 Lecture, August 12th, 1999.
6 Tonkin 1992: 2.



saying that there is a developed preaching technique, which is taught

at Islamic seminars and highly revered by those who study there.7

Instead, here I will concentrate upon the content of the lectures.

The following presentation is based on a categorisation of the

lectures according to their various types of subject matter. Method-

ologically, I began by distinguishing the types of subject matter which

repeatedly occur in the material. Altogether these were 32 different

subject-categories,8 which I organised in order of frequency and exten-

sion in the lectures. The following presentation is based on this organ-

isation in the sense that I have primarily chosen to present the types

of subject matter, that occur frequently and which the speakers dwell

on at length. It has been my ambition to let my presentation be as

close to the actual content as possible.

A majority of all the lectures concern ethics and morality. In the

Islamic discourse this field is referred to as akhlàq. This can be defined

as knowledge about how humans should behave in their ordinary

life, towards family members and in society if they wish to live in

accordance with Islamic revelation. In the Shi'ite school of thought,

as in many other Islamic traditions, the well-being of the individual

cannot be separated from the well being of society as a whole. Moral

degeneration among individuals is therefore, besides the fact that it

destroys the individual, considered to constitute a threat to society

as a whole, just as political and cultural threats to a whole nation

may beguile its individual citizens.9 In the lecture material, the issue

of personal morality is therefore intertwined with discussions on pol-

itics that concern society as a whole.

In the following I will present the content of the lecture material,

as I have understood it. I will start by describing the lecturers’ idea

about the concept of virtue since I have found this to be the most

7 For a more extensive presentation of this, see, for instance, Fathi 1979, 1981,
1984 and 1987.

8 The categories were: introduction; martyrs/basij; facts in connection to the dis-
cussion; obedience without questioning; ritual instructions; eschatology; prayer; pol-
itics and society; mosibat; concluding prayer; supernatural powers; 'erfàn; benefits of
salavàt; innocence as opposed to sinfulness; 'olamà; akhlàq; women and family; Imam
Mahdi; identification; forgiveness and intercession; definitions of Shi'ism; the revo-
lution; tollàb and howze; homage to individual persons; mourning; side issues; sepa-
ration from God and the Ahl-e Beyt; Ayatollàhs; The mosque Ayatollàh; rowze; poetry
and Thursday nights.

9 See, for instance, Mutaharri, 1997: 41–42.
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central and oft repeated issue in the message of the lectures. Thereafter,

I will give examples of how the lecturers’ describe this goal, the

effects it will have, and their advice on how to achieve this. Finally, I

will describe the political aspects of this idea as I have understood it.

Virtue—The Central Theme

Sincerity (ekhlàs), humility (khoshu' ) and awe (khashiat) are desirable

characteristics in a religious personality in Islamic tradition.10 Also

in contemporary Iranian Shi'ism, and not least in Khomeyni’s teach-

ings, these qualities are stressed. Khomeyni strongly emphasised the

importance of personal piety and development towards these quali-

ties.11 In the lectures of the present study, these desirable qualities

are generally referred to as the concept of taqvà, virtue. When I pre-

sent the content of the lectures I will do so by focusing on this con-

cept. I do so for several reasons. To begin with, virtue is one of the

most repeated subjects of the lectures. It is the concept and also the

fundamental principle to which everything that is preached relates

to. The lectures may be about prayer, eschatology, politics and many

other topics. But all of these, as I have understood it, fall back on

the issue of virtue. Therefore, it can rightly be singled out as the

most central topic in the material. Furthermore, as I will show, the

informants strongly emphasise the importance of this concept when

they formulate and practice religion in their everyday lives.

From the lectures, then, a certain outlook on humanity can be

distinguished. By this I mean that they clearly express an under-

standing of what the ideal purpose and goal of human life is and

how this goal can be achieved. Central to this understanding is the

concept of taqvà, which in English roughly corresponds to the terms

virtue and piety but also to notions of abstinence and fortification.12

Taqvà is explained to be a state of human development in which

one is completely surrendered to God. In one lecture, the Ayatollàh
describes this state in the following words:

10 Mahmood 2001a: 830. 
11 Brumberg 1997: 22–23.
12 Aryanpour-Kashani 1995.
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This [taqvà] is when someone gets to a point where s/he subconsciously
and automatically values the necessities. At this stage one will avoid
committing sins subconsciously and will always consider oneself to be
blamed before God. Subconsciously one always asks for God’s for-
giveness. Before God such a person considers her/himself and what
s/he does as trivial, as nothing. And finally, subconsciously s/he knows
her/himself to be guilty before God and is therefore ashamed. This is
the meaning of taqvà.13

The virtuous person has surrendered to God and become satisfied

with his or her situation to such an extent that s/he would willingly

die following God’s and his representatives’ leadership, velàyat.14 Such

persons will be favoured and protected by God and cleansed from

sin.15 Sometimes, lectures ascertain that they will even be blessed

with supernatural powers or that they will emit a sweet fragrance.

Significant terms that are connected to the concept of taqvà are

those that denote purity in the sense of sinlessness. Khàles (pure) is

such a word, as is the more general pàk (clean) or ma'sum (innocent

or infallible), which is used exclusively about the fourteen infallibles,

chahàrdah ma'sum.16 These terms are all connected to the ideal of vir-

tuous purity that is upheld over and over again in the lecture mate-

rial. Taqvà is considered to be the goal of human existence and a

state of being that every human should try to reach. Furthermore,

the lecturers are convinced that this can never be achieved without

the help of God:

God is the friend of the virtuous, a friend of believers, and because
of this he takes her/him away from darkness to light. That is: from
the darkness of bad characteristics to the light of taqvà; from the dark-
ness of carnal desires17 to the light of virtues; from the darkness of
bad desires to the light of virtue. Instead of liking the world, s/he will
like God. And from the darkness of bad friends, from all kinds of
devils, s/he is dragged to a good friend.18

In this quotation lies the ambiguity towards the issue of free will

that is predominant in the Twelver Shi'ite school of thought.19 Humans

13 Lecture, August 12th, 1999.
14 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
15 Lecture, August 12th, 1999.
16 This term refers to the Prophet, his daughter Fàteme and the twelve Imams.
17 The Persian word here translated as carnal desires is Nafs-e ammàre.
18 Lecture, August 12th, 1999.
19 See, for instance, Momen 1985: 178.



are considered to possess a free will (ekhtiàr). This idea is linked to

the notion of God’s justice ('adl ). At the same time, God, in his

mercy (lotf ), assists humans to fulfil the desires they have indepen-

dently chosen. For this reason, the listeners at the lectures in the

chosen mosque are both called to make an effort to strive towards

taqvà and declared to be dependent upon the mercy of God in this

striving.

Materialism and Cruelty

The lectures at the mosque are full of descriptions of the life style

and attitude which a person striving towards virtue should try to

adopt. Materialism, greed and disproportionate wealth are strongly

dissuaded.20 To become rich at the expense of others, to abuse other

people’s misery and not to pay back loans are strongly condemned,21

and the listeners are frequently warned about becoming too wealthy

when others are poor. The ideal of generous simplicity is given its

great prototype in the lives of the Imams:

Did our Imams have rich lives? Tell me when! Imam Sàdeq met one
of his Shi'ites and noticed that he needed two rooms but had six. He
said: What is going on? Do something about these rooms so that you
save them. We and our Shi'ites do not like luxury! You need a 200
square meter house, what is the use of 500? If you have too much
money, buy two houses! You do not have to give it to the poor, give
it to your brother or some relative that has no house! Your house
needs two carpets, why do you have four on top of each other? Do
you want to pose? For whom? For God?22

Other advice concern the way one treats other people. The listen-

ers are advised to be kind,23 to avoid cruelty and to respect the rights

of people, haqq on-nàs.24 A virtuous person is said to be characterised

by gentle kindness.25 Gossip and backbiting are especially mentioned

as they are considered to be particularly unfavourable sins.26
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20 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
21 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
22 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
23 Lecture, April 21st, 2000.
24 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
25 Lecture, April 21st, 2000.
26 Lectures, April 21st, 2000 and April 26th, 2000.



The system of Imam Hoseyn is against cruelty. If I hit my wife, is
this Imam Hoseyn’s or Shemr’s27 action? I ask you. If I hit my own
child or an orphan or if I abolish students’ rights28 or if I have taken
someone’s property by force, is this Hoseyn’s way or the way of 'Omar,29

Yazid30 and Shemr? Just think a while and your soul will tell you.
Cruelty is not in Hoseyn’s system, cruelty is anti-Imam Hoseyn. It is
the enemy. Make sure the damnation we declare upon the enemy does
not include ourselves.31

In this quotation the lecturer again finds the prototype of good behav-

iour in the lives of the Imams. He also connects to the issue of rela-

tions within the family, which is a frequent topic of the lectures. A

virtuous person should respect his or her spouse, children and par-

ents.32 Special focus is that men should treat their wives and chil-

dren without cruelty. According to one of the lecturers, “the Prophet

is quoted saying: God will not be angry for anything more than

when children or women are subjects of cruelty”.33 It is also empha-

sised that a part of taking care of one’s children is to prevent them

from yielding to the sinful deprivation of westernised youth culture.

In one lecture this issue is spoken about in the following words:

Look! Have you ever seen a person with a pair of scissors taking care
of worthless thorn bushes? What wise person would do such a thing?
It has no value. But roses are taken care of, apple trees and small
gardens. If you like your children, take care of them. Do not just say:
they are young. What kind of situation do we have here?34

Obsessive and Meaningless Behaviour

Connected to the importance of proper life style, there is—for me

a surprisingly accentuated—stress on the dangers of obsessive neurotic

27 Shemr is the Ummayad soldier who killed Hoseyn according to Shi'ite tradition.
28 This is likely to refer to the clashes between police and revolutionary forces

that occurred in Tehràn and other Iranian cities in summer 1999. To express sup-
port for the students in this clash is very unusual in the chosen mosque, which gen-
erally keeps a more conservative profile. The lecturer who gave this sermon was,
however, invited for a special occasion and not one of the usual 'olamà.

29 'Omar is the second Sunni Caliph, in Shi'ite tradition accused of the murder
of Fàteme Zahrà.

30 Yazid is the Ummayad Caliph who ordered the slaying of Hoseyn.
31 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
32 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
33 Lecture, April 27th, 2000.
34 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
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behaviour, vasvàs. In the time span covered by this study, the Ayatollàh
held a series of five lectures solely concerning this problem in the

mosque and the issue is brought up on several other occasions as

well. Obsessive behaviour is explained to be a subtle way through

which Satan destroys religious people by becoming a part of their

own thoughts. Since he cannot fool them to commit more obvious

sins, he tricks them into a neurotic attitude towards the rituals of

Islam so that the ethical and theological essence of the religion dis-

appears while its cursory aspects are overemphasised:

This is vasvàs. To do ghosl 35 for one hour, it is haràm! It should take
five minutes. Vozu36 for half an hour, it is wrong! Vozu should be half
a minute, one minute. Rubbing the eyes or arms and between fingers.
This is against Islam. No marja'-e taqlid says we should do it like this.
/. . ./ The vasvàsi thinks the whole world is najas.37

Neurotic obsessive behaviour is, furthermore, described as a disease

worse than cancer since it inevitably leads to hell, and extensive

advice about how one can come to terms with it are given.38 The

strong condemnation of obsessive behaviour is partly motivated by

the idea that humans have a potential to develop their spiritual

capacity towards the state of taqvà, and that our lives, for this rea-

son, should not be wasted on nonsensical actions or sin. In the lec-

tures this exhortation is also extended to involve meaningless activity

in general. In one of the lectures the Ayatollàh addresses this issue

in the following words:

Young people, make use of your life and your youth! In resurrection,
before what you have done is dealt with and rewards or punishment
are given, there is a session for asking questions, and if someone fails
in this session, s/he will go to hell. The session is about two things.
Firstly, they ask about your youth, how did you spend it? And sec-
ondly, how did you spend your life? They say: you could have spent
your youth building the world for others! You could have spent it to
come to know God! But what did you do? They tell some old man:
seventy years and what did you do? You repeated the same things:
eat, go to work, go to the office, return, eat again, watch television,
sleep, wake up, breakfast again, work again and so on. This is very

35 Ghosl is the big ritual ablution.
36 Vozu is the small ritual ablution.
37 Lecture, February 23rd, 2001. Najas means impure.
38 Lectures, April 26th, 2000 and February 23rd, 2001.
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bad! /. . ./ You people with obsessive behaviour! Isn’t it unworthy that
you, who should reach the level when angels come down to talk to
you, let Satan come in to your hearts?39

It may be important to point out that one distinguishing feature of

the Shi'ite tradition is its special focus on cleanliness and purity. Not

only do Shi'ites venerate the supreme purity of their fourteen infal-

libles in ways which differ from Sunni Muslim tradition, Shi'ite
jurisprudence is also often more strict in its regulations of what can

be considered pure. This is especially noticeable in the position of

Ahl-e ketàb. In Ja'fari tradition these are more often considered impure

than is the case in the four Sunnite schools of jurisprudence.40 This

fact may help shed some light on the background to the lecturers’

focus on obsessive observation of purity.

Men and Women

Among the important issues of personal behaviour is the idea of gen-

der roles. Although these roles are rarely spoken about explicitly, the

stories about Ahl-e beyt and other prominent characters constitute

role models and images of the perfect men and women, and it is

clear that the way to taqvà is slightly different for men and women.

It is everybody’s duty to live in accordance with the laws and reg-

ulations set forth by Islam. Being a patriarchal tradition, this implies

that, when it comes to relations between the sexes, it falls on the

lot of women to safeguard their chastity through proper clothing and

behaviour, whereas it falls on the lot of men to control their sexual

desires. Although these rules, from a confessional point of view, call

for equal but different codes of conduct, women are often described

as more inclined to “slip” than men. This is especially true when it

comes to hejàb, the Islamic dress code. On several occasions women

are described as fooled by the devil to ignore the Islamic dress code

and thereby be destroyed:

He [Satan] tells the women their fringe should be uncovered and says
that chàdor is outdated and narrow-minded, that one should be inno-
vative. In this way he fools them.41

39 Lecture, May 3rd, 2001.
40 For a detailed presentation of these differences, see for instance Bakhtiar 1996.
41 Lecture, February 23rd, 2001.
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In these discussions there is a notion that there is potential sin within

all humans. This sinfulness is encouraged by Satan but controlled

by the Islamic regulations. If this sinfulness were to be let loose, it

would ruin both society and its individuals, whose potential spiritual

fulfilment would be hindered. Women are warned not to slip, and

thereby both ruin their own salvation and tempt men so that they

are ruined as well. Men are asked to dissuade or warn these women,

a task which in the rhetoric of the chosen mosque is felt to be needed

because of the general decline of revolutionary ideals in Iranian soci-

ety as a whole:

I see a war cripple without legs having difficulties! Men in wheelchairs
who are not being paid attention to! We see this, but a woman with
cosmetics and make up makes the shopkeepers want to perform sum-
mersaults of joy and do anything for her? And when a war cripple
[ jànbàz] says he is a war cripple, they answer that he didn’t have to
go to war. You fake Muslims without conscience! Do you think Saddàm
would be nice to our women?42

Virtue—Why, Who and How?

According to the lectures the state of taqvà in itself is the most

favourable and complete way for a human being to lead his or her

life. In addition to that the characteristics of good human conduct

which are presented in the mosque are motivated by their positive

effects on society as a whole and by the punishment which God will

bring down on those who ignore the revealed laws. God, it is empha-

sised, sees everything and will punish those who do not regret their

sins and amend their ways.43 The lecturers repeatedly stress that this

is not a joke but something to be taken very seriously:

The sins [of those we have maltreated] will come on our own report
cards! We will suffer for them! We are going to God! Really! /. . ./
Our prophet says that God has sworn on his greatness that before the
resurrection he will take revenge [on those who have sinned].44

The lecturers address the congregation of the mosque. In their

speeches this becomes apparent since many issues which are brought

42 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
43 Lecture, August 12th and 23rd, 1999.
44 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
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up directly concern the everyday life of bazaar-people. It is also fre-

quently stated that education is not necessary to become virtuous.

Strong determination, intense ritual activity and devotion are enough.45

This is a statement which probably is comforting for the majority

of people with limited education who come to the mosque. Further-

more, the lecturers often turn directly to the younger listeners in the

mosque. Young people are, it seems, believed to be more likely to

submit to the temptations of sin and therefore more in need of

encouragement and guidance.46

To reach the state of taqvà is, believed to be something very difficult

especially for the young. This is stated clearly in the lectures,47 and

the lecturers therefore give the listeners practical advice of what they

can do to become virtuous. One such piece of advice is to try to

lead one’s life in such a way that one does not even come close to

sin. The sins themselves should, of course, be avoided. However,

even tolerated behaviour that could lead to sin is advised to be

shunned.48 One such risky thing is to have bad friends. The con-

cept of bad friends appears to refer to non-religious people in gen-

eral, and by seeing such people one risks being attracted by their

life style and thereby risk slipping.49 Furthermore, the listeners are

recommended to simply tolerate their difficulties. Life is often full of

suffering, but by accepting this, one can be strengthened.50 In addi-

tion people are advised to find strength in the lives of Ahl-e beyt,
whose deeds are seen as perfect role models of behaviour. The most

crucial thing which humans should do in order to become virtuous

is, however, to seek refuge and help from God.51 This is the only

way if one wishes to get to the root of the problem.52 If God accepts

our prayers, he will make our lives and desires virtuous.53 The

Ayatollàh expresses this thought in the following words:

God says in the Koran: I am the teacher of akhlàq and nobody can
be self-made, no one else can be a teacher of akhlàq, I am the one.

45 Lecture, August 12th, 1999.
46 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
47 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
48 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
49 Lectures, April 26th, 2000 and February 23rd, 2001.
50 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
51 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
52 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
53 Lecture, April 19th, 2000.
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My blessings are necessary for a person who wants to improve and
uproot bad characteristics. The Koran says: If God’s forgiveness did-
n’t exist no one would be [virtuous]. The Koran says: for the person
who cannot do anything by him/herself, God is the one. God uproots
the tree of bad things and replaces it with the tree of positive growth.54

Ritual Instructions

The best way to gain the help of God is to follow his command-

ments. An important way of doing this is by fulfilling religious duties.

In the lecture material the importance of ritual activity is constantly

emphasised. Instruction concerning ritual ablution (vozu), congrega-

tional participation and regular prayer (namàz) constitute a substan-

tial part of the lectures’ content. The listeners are called to follow

these instructions without asking too many questions. Islamic ritual

law is of divine origin and is not to be questioned.55 The lecturers

assure the congregation that there is always a reason for the com-

mandments, even if we do not always know what it is:

Who can say the reason for what God has done? Nobody! But we
should know that there always is a reason. All this wisdom, all these
instructions in the prophetic message have their reasons, but not even
the marja's themselves need to look for them.56

Among all the ritual duties of Muslims, the congregational namàz is
the one most emphasised. Finding support in the example of the

Prophet,57 the lecturers deem it extraordinarily beneficial to pray reg-

ularly. Especially if one has a pure heart,58 one prays in a mosque59

or behind an 'àlem.60 The prayers are beneficial, not only for the

individual who prays but for society as a whole. Sometimes, it seems,

the very existence of humanity is described as being upheld by the

prayers of the faithful:

54 Lecture, April 12th, 2001.
55 Lectures, August 5th, 1999 and September 2nd, 1999.
56 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
57 Lecture, August 26th, 1999.
58 Lecture, April 20th, 2000.
59 Lamentation, August 12th, 1999.
60 Lecture, April 19th, 2000.
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God removes bad things from you because of those who say prayers.
[God does this] to those who do not say prayers as well, and if nobody
said prayers, all people would be destroyed. /. . ./ Because of the
flowers the thorns also get their water.61

Prayer, furthermore, must not be superficial or exaggerated. It must

be done with sincere ambition and without either rushing or being

extravagant.62 One should also avoid being too focused on worldly

matters when praying. For those who are really virtuous the sole

desire expressed in prayer is to reach the state of taqvà. The Ayatollàh
illustrates this point with the following story:

A great person told me /. . ./ that he had visited Imam Zamàn at
Hoseyn’s tomb. Imam Zamàn asked him to listen to people’s prayers
and gave him the ability to hear these. He heard: ‘I don’t have a wife,
give me a wife!’, ‘Give my daughter a good husband!’, ‘I owe some
money, help me!’. Others were slightly better: ‘Give me heaven!’, ‘Let
us be with Hoseyn!’, things like this. Then the Imam sighed and said:
‘Look! nobody prays via me, they all think about themselves.’ /. . ./
Do you ever ask God to give you the status of satisfaction? /. . ./ Our
prayers are low level. They do not have the right status. We say what
God should do. This is wrong towards the Ahl-e beyt. We tell God
what to do and when it is not answered we say: ‘We asked for a wife
but no one comes!’ We complain! This is our situation. It is not sur-
rendering. For those who are really pure it is blasphemy!63

From this quotation it also becomes apparent that ritual activity,

besides being beneficial for the individual and the whole of human-

ity, is a matter of respect for Ahl-e beyt. This respect is furthermore

emphasised in the calls for salavàt that are constantly given by the

lecturers. Salavàt is described as being very beneficial for those who

say it.64

Political Historiography

The question of politics is, as may already have become obvious,

intertwined with the discussions of morality. The political message

is indistinguishable from the ethical. There is, however, a political

61 Lecture, April 20th, 2000.
62 Lecture, April 26th, 2000.
63 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
64 Lectures, August 23rd, 1999, April 22nd, 2000 and April 27th, 2000.
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historiography that frequently becomes noticeable in the material.

This historiography describes the situation in the present Iranian

society in relation to the country’s political events during the latest

thirty years. It can be summarised as follows: During the Pahlavi-

era, forces that aimed at destroying Islam brought harm to the

Iranian society. With the Islamic revolution, these forces were driven

out and an Islamic society was established. This society was built to

facilitate an individual and a societal striving towards taqvà and to

implement the ideology sent to humankind through Islamic revela-

tion. The Ayatollàh describes the impact of the revolution in the fol-

lowing words:

Remember that if it hadn’t been for the revolution there would not
have been any Islam in Iran today! /. . ./ They had decided to destroy
Islam. They had decided to remove Shi'ism from Islam. They wanted
to make Iran a secular republic, but little by little signs of disapproval
appeared, signs that would not let this happen. Imam Khomeyni didn’t
let it happen: this regime, this revolution, the victory of the revolu-
tion is the victory of Islam!65

Since the very beginning of the new system enemies have tried to

destroy the Islamic system and reclaim Iran in different ways. The

Iraqi invasion and the eight years of war that followed was a severe

threat to this system. The help of God and the sacrifices of the mar-

tyrs defeated the invasion. Now, having survived the war, the Islamic

system is threatened again. But, although the enemy is the same,

the threat comes in a different form this time. Facing this, it is the

duty of the virtuous to defend the Islamic regime and the values

that it represents.

External and Internal Enemies

Both political enemies in the international arena and domestic cul-

tural and political problems compound the new threat to the Islamic

system in Iran, according to the lecture material. In accordance with

Shi'ite tradition, no clear distinction is made between the general

political predicament and the problems of the individual; they are

intermingled and treated holistically as interdependent of each other.

65 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
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If, in spite of this, a distinction could be made for the sake of clar-

ity in this presentation, I find it suitable to categorise the threats as

internal (dàkhel ) and external (khàrej ) since this formulation is some-

times used in general prayers that refer to the enemy.

The internal enemy is the situation in Iranian society and the peo-

ple who uphold it. To a certain extent this concerns economic prob-

lems, social injustice and an increasing gap between rich and poor

people.66 Most predominant, however, is the phenomenon which

some of the lecturers, using the terminology of the Supreme leader

'Ali Khàmene"i, designate as cultural insecurity.67 This term refers

to the general moral decline they claim to find among Iranian peo-

ple, especially the young.68 The so-called cultural insecurity mani-

fests itself in many ways. One is a lack of respect towards Islam and

Islamic authority. The press, it is stated on several occasions, con-

tinuously insult Islam. Religiously uneducated people, disrespectful

of 'olamà and marja's, make dilettante statements about what Islam

stands for and what a Muslim society should be like.69 Ordinary peo-

ple tolerate these insults and tacitly watch as their society is destroyed.70

A most emphasised aspect of the “cultural insecurity” is increasing

openness which marks relations between young men and women in

Iranian society. Although this aspect is rarely spoken about explic-

itly, it is implicit in many lectures and constantly referred to in a

roundabout way. In one of the more outspoken discussions on the

issue, the lecturer eloquently summarises his idea of the situation in

the following words:

Those who are married will be tempted to sin, let alone those who
are not yet married. What is the fault of a young person. Should s/he
stay in a cage? Should s/he not go to university? Why? Because the
universities are centres of corruption! /. . ./ Like the university in
Esfahàn, where girls were caught using opium. It is clear what kind
of university this is! So, don’t go to universities! Parks? No way! The
parks are centres of hashish and opium and other devilish tricks and
they are apparently taking hashish there, even the girls! Don’t go to

66 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
67 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
68 Lectures, August 12th, 1999 and August 23rd, 1999.
69 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
70 Lecture, May 3rd, 2001.
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parks! Sports? Stadiums are the centres of corruption! Forget about
sports! The bazaar? What! Even if there are some good things there
too, the bazaar is the centre of tricking and making illegal benefit. Do
not go to the bazaar either! Marriage? Don’t marry! You need a car,
a house, ceremonies, you will have a hard time. This young person
can die as well!71

In this case the lecturer continues his discussion, referring back to

the revolution and the war:

Did we have our revolution, so many martyrs, so many paralysed and
prisoners of war, so that we could return to the Shah era? Then why
did we do it? Why did we have this revolution? Why are all these
martyrs in the Golestàn-e Shahidàn?72 So that the rich will be even
richer? So that the son of a rich man can pay his way out of mili-
tary service, have private teachers and go abroad, whereas the son of
a poor family has to go to military service, feel inferior and not be
able to go to the university? Is this why we had our revolution? The
same old story! The martyrs will blame us!73

Internal problems are related to the external enemy. They are believed

to be the result of negative cultural influences and a secular ideol-

ogy that comes from abroad.74 Sometimes this influence is referred

to as a cultural invasion, tahàjom-e farhangi, which is believed to be

controlled by the prime enemies of the Islamic Republic, namely the

United States and Israel. In the lecture material used in this study

these states are, however, not explicitly spoken about very often. The

akhlàq-oriented lectures are not the proper forum for discussions about

international politics. Such discussions are paid attention to espe-

cially in Friday-sermons, which are held in another mosque. This

does not mean that there are no anti-American or anti-Zionist sen-

timents in the mosque. On the contrary, such feelings are very strong.

They are also continuously revealed in hints and implicit references

to the United States and Israel, and clearly expressed in the politi-

cal slogan (takbir) that concludes each prayer-session.

It is significant that outer and inner enemies are seen as interde-

pendent and intermingled categories. It is not always clear whether

71 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
72 “Garden of Martyrs”, a special cemetery for those killed in the Iran-Iraqi war.
73 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
74 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
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it is global politics or the individual’s inclination to sin that is spoken

of in the lectures. This ambiguity is not unknown in Persian liter-

ary traditions. On the contrary, it is a central characteristic in the

country’s literature. Persian prose and poetry alike, not least the rich

heritage of mystic poetry, is imbued with metaphoric speech of an

ambiguous kind. For instance, it is common that what may seem to

be a panegyric poem can be interpreted as an expression of physi-

cal love or religious piety alike, and vice versa.

Defenders of Virtue

The religious authorities and their followers stand against the inter-

nal and external enemies. The lecturers frequently comment upon

the praiseworthiness of these groups, to which they themselves belong.

In the description of the defenders there is a clearly distinguishable

line of command. At the top of this line is Imam Mahdi,75 although

this cosmic leader is mostly absent from everyday struggles, he is

believed to be the ultimate source of power and the ultimate super-

visor of the struggle that Muslims go through. The Ayatollàh describes

the hidden Imam’s illustrious role in the following words:

Mahdi is the pillar of the universe, around him the world pivots, he
is the mediator between that world and this world. If you are sitting
here now, if you are wise, if you have logic and understanding, if you
are healthy, if you can hear, all of this is because of Imam Zamàn.76

The Persian word used to denote the leadership of Mahdi and the

Imams before him is velàyat. It is not insignificant that this is also

the word used to designate the leadership of the Islamic Republic,

both officially in the constitution, which is called velàyat-e faqih (lead-

ership of the jurisprudent), and when the leadership is referred to

in a more general way in the lectures. The Supreme leader, rahbar,
of the Islamic Republic and the jurisprudents who support his author-

ity are, in the view of the lecturers, the representatives of velàyat in

75 Imam Mahdi is the hidden 12th Imam in Twelver Shi'ite tradition. In the
material many names are used for him. Among these the most common, besides
Imam Mahdi, are Imam Zamàn (Imam of Time), Vali-e 'asr (Guardian of Age),
Sàheb-e zamàn (Lord of Time), or Ebn-e al-Hasan (Son of Hasan, i.e. Hasan Askari,
the 11th Imam). For a presentation of this character and his role in Twelver Shi'ite
theology, see, for instance, Momen 1985: 161–171.

76 Lecture, August 26th, 1999.
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today’s Iran.77 This notion attaches much importance to the 'olamà.
In addition to this importance, 'olamà are repeatedly praised in the

lectures. It is said that Islam would perish if it was not for the

'olamà,78 that someone who has not met an 'àlem for a long time will

become cruel, that someone who often sees 'olamà will stay young,

that the position of 'olamà in paradise is especially high and so forth.79

The authority of 'olamà is further emphasised by the 'olamà lecturing

in the mosque. Likewise, attempts to question this authority, as can

be found among critical journalists and others in contemporary Iran,

are strongly rejected. On one occasion the Ayatollàh comments on

the tendency among lay people to make statements about religious

matters in this way:

This is very unwise and such stupidity causes problems for us, the
rudeness in the universities towards Islam, these newspapers insulting
the Prophet, insulting the Koran. This is disastrous and worse than
any kind of bomb for the earth, for our society and for our children.
All this nonsense they talk! As the Imam80 said: ‘intervention in such
matters is like the hammàm-workers81 intervention in a minister’s affairs.’
You little boys! You should study your lessons; this has nothing to do
with you!82

Behind 'olamà stand basij, the mobilisation forces. This group is habit-

ually mentioned in connection with the 'olamà and, since they are

seen as purified and especially favoured by God, their virtue and

societal importance is constantly declared and praised.83

The basij of today are also, naturally, connected to the martyrs

of the war. It could be argued that their high position is due to

their situation as “potential martyrs”. There is no doubt, however,

that the role of the basij-organisation during the war earned them

the status they carry in conservative circles today. The martyrs, who

are those who were killed in the revolution or in the war with Iraq,

are much revered by the lecturers. Iranian society is indebted to the

martyrs. This is an often-repeated argument for the political viewpoint

77 Lectures, August 23rd, 1999 and September 2nd, 1999.
78 Lecture, August 26th, 1999.
79 Lecture, April 20th, 2000.
80 Imam here refers to Imam Khomeyni.
81 Hammàm is a bathhouse.
82 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
83 Lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
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held by the lecturers. All those who were killed in the war are con-

sidered to have sacrificed their lives for the Islamic system, which

the conservative 'olamà of the mosque stand for. These martyrs are

thus, to a certain extent, used as a pretext for implementing that

view of Islam on society as a whole. People must not forget the war

and its martyrs. This is an exhortation which is frequent in the lec-

tures, and which springs from this idea. In one lecture this is expressed

as follows:

We must not forget the war, forgetting would not be honest and the
worst characteristic a person can have is to be disloyal. /. . ./ We
should be loyal. If it weren’t for the martyrs and the prisoners of war,
Saddàm would rule here now!84

Although the lecturers constantly emphasise the importance of strug-

gling against moral and political deterioration in society, their gen-

eral attitude about the future must be described as optimistic. Even

if there may be problems now, Islam will one day be the prosperous:

“The flag of Islam will surely fly higher in the world, if not today,

tomorrow, if not tomorrow, the day after tomorrow. What God has

said will surely come true. At last The Prophet will be successful.”85

The enemies of Islam are doomed to fail. In one lecture the sec-

ular Turkish army and their determination to fight Islamist groups

in their country is mocked:

The Turkish army had a meeting, they said they would stand in the
way of the Islamists: ‘We will not let Islam progress here!’ they said.
They were firm and decisive. Just like the sparrow that was attacking
a big tree and said ‘be sure I will cut you off !’ and the tree answered:
‘I didn’t see when you came nor when you left, you little man!’86

Thus, I have tried to summarise the main topics brought up and

discussed in the lecture material. Suggesting that the main empha-

sis in this material lies in discussions on akhlàq. In this case it is the

Islamic ethical system that places virtue, taqvà, as the primary goal

of human life. A virtuous person, according to the lectures, is char-

acterised by humility, friendliness, religious orientation and struggling

against sin. These goals, furthermore, all find their expression in a

84 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
85 Lecture, August 5th, 1999.
86 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
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love for Ahl-e beyt87 and in following Islam’s ritual commandments.

By striving towards virtue, a person or a community does not only

avoid divine punishment, but also facilitates societal improvement in

this world. In order to be able to do this, the listeners are advised

to completely avoid sin and anything that might tempt to sin, and

instead seek help and refuge in God by following his command-

ments, not least by regular prayer. The lecturers, furthermore, dis-

cuss the problem of being virtuous in connection to the political and

social problems they see in Iranian society. In this discussion two

camps are portrayed: the enemy, composed by the United States

and Israel and the moral degeneration they are believed to inflict

on Iranian society, and the defenders, i.e. the 'olamà and those who

follow them. In the struggle between these two camps, Islam, rep-

resented by the 'olamà, will ultimately be victorious.

Lamentations

The lamentations, which I will now present, are given different names

when referred to in Persian. The word mosibat, which literally means

tragedy, is used by the lecturers to designate tragic stories from the

lives of the Ahl-e beyt that are retold in connection to the lectures.

The word rowze literally means garden and originates from the name

of Và'ez Kàshefi’s book Rowzat osh-shohadà (The garden of Martyrs),

which was composed in the early 16th century and was read at gath-

erings for the commemoration of Karbalà.88 Today the word is used

for these gatherings themselves. In the following presentation I will

not differentiate between these two kinds of sorrow meetings. Instead

I will treat them as two forms of the Shi'ite commemorative ritual

tradition in which listeners are encouraged to cry while listening to

prayers and/or the retelling of tragic incidents from the lives of 

Ahl-e beyt.89 In addition to the mosibat at the ends of lectures and the

explicit rowze meetings in the mosque, lamentations in connection

with other supplications, chiefly Do'à-ye Komeyl, and informal small-

scale rowze meetings are included in my material.90

87 Lecture, April 19th, 2000.
88 Chelkowski 1995: 465.
89 This ritual tradition is sometimes referred to as majàles-e 'azà.
90 For a presentation of the historical roots of Shi'ite rituals in Iran, see, for

instance, Calmard 1996 or Hussain 2005.
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Although the occasions vary, the prayer leaders’ presentation tech-

nique and arrangement are usually similar. A certain episode from

the Karbalà incident or some other significant Shi'ite tragedy is retold

in great detail. This is intermingled with references to the situation

of those gathered, appeals to these to take the opportunity to pray,91

prayers for God’s help and forgiveness, poetry,92 and sometimes polit-

ical statements. It is common that the prayer leader sobs mournfully

while talking. Sporadic calls for the crowd to do the same are not

uncommon.

The following presentation is based on 46 lamentations. 28 of

these have been given in connection to the above presented lectures

and the remaining 18 were given at separate prayer meetings. 27

lamentations have been chosen for a more thorough analysis. I have

categorised this material in the same way as I did the lectures. This

resulted in 13 types of subject matter besides the related tragedies.93

The following presentation is based on this categorisation.

The purposes of the lamentations, according to the prayer lead-

ers themselves, are manifold. To begin with there is an explicit inten-

tion to give the listeners an opportunity for emotional relief.94 To

achieve this, the listeners are called to identify with the Ahl-e beyt,95

and to see these as examples for the listeners’ own lives. One of the

lecturers express this opportunity in the following words:

Which religion in the world is like Shi'ism? Which has an example
for women like Zahrà or an example for men like 'Ali? Tell our
youngsters to see how 'Ali and Hoseyn lived! For brave men we have
Hazrat-e 'Abbàs, for women in pain, Zeynab! Our religion is full of
examples. What a good religion we have!96

To listen to and cry with the lamentations is also considered to be

spiritually beneficial and the crying is sometimes explained to func-

tion as a prayer in itself.97

91 Do'à-ye Komeyl, August 12th, 1999.
92 Do'à-ye Komeyl, August 26th, 1999.
93 These types of subject matter were: call to pray for others; about prayer; prayer

for Shi'ites; separation from God and the Ahl-e Beyt; death; Imam Mahdi; crying;
call for people not to sin; prayer for forgiveness and declarations of failure; pil-
grimage; God’s revenge; homage to 'olamà, especially Khàmene"i; and God.

94 Lecture, May 9th, 2001.
95 Lecture, April 27th, 2000.
96 Lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
97 Lecture, May 3rd, 2001.
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Stories

I have chosen not to relate the tragedies of the Ahl-e beyt in detail

here. Such a venture would be far too lengthy and would not serve

the immediate purpose of this presentation. Instead, I will summarise

the general themes of these stories and try to pinpoint some of the

ideas that they convey. The major theme of the tragedies is the

unjust oppression of innocent people, a theme that in Shi'ite histo-

riography finds its foremost example in the sufferings of the Ahl-e
beyt who are seen as the most innocent and unjustly oppressed.

Connected to this theme is the reminder of people’s (i.e. those who

attend the prayer meetings) own sinfulness and the prayers for

forgiveness.

Most of these stories deal with the Karbalà incident (the heroism

of Abolfazl, the martyrdom of Hoseyn’s sons 'Ali Asghar and 'Ali

Akbar, the death of Hoseyn himself, the sorrow and courage of his

sister Zeynab, the grief of the girl Roqaye and so forth).98 Other sto-

ries are about Fàteme Zahrà (her martyrdom at the hands of 'Omar,

her burial and the sorrow of 'Ali and her sons) or Khadije (her

death, the sorrow of the Prophet and so on). There are also several

stories that relate people’s encounters with Imam Mahdi. The fol-

lowing example about the death of Khadije will hopefully give the

reader an idea of the character of these stories and the empathy

and vivid style with which they are presented:

The Prophet sat beside Khadije on the last day of her life. He said:
‘Do you have anything to say?’ ‘I have two things’ she answered, ‘first:
forgive me’. He said: ‘I forgive’, ‘You are so generous to me, second:
I have brought you children but they all died, two or three boys, and
three girls and a fourth girl which is Fàteme’. At that time she was
five years old. ‘I will only be remembered by Fàteme and she will be
motherless, she may become impatient. O Prophet! You have to be
her mother. Please be kind to her!’ ‘Be sure!’ said the Prophet ‘I will
do what I can’. Khadije said: ‘I want to say a third thing to you but
I am ashamed, I will say it to Fàteme and she will tell you.’ The
Prophet left and Zahrà came, Khadije told her: ‘I am afraid of the
grave, the loneliness. I want your father to shroud me in the clothes
he wore when he first was inspired. Then God will forgive me and I

98 For a thorough presentation of these stories, see, for instance, al-Mufid (no
date) or Ahmad Ali 1987.
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won’t suffer, but I cannot tell your father.’ How polite she is. She gave
everything and she is ashamed for this. The Imams were proud of
her. The Prophet came in, Zahrà told him what her mother wanted.
He said: ‘Of course I will do it!’ /. . ./ O Prophet! When your daugh-
ter lost her mother you soothed her!99

Most stories, like this one, focus on the death of a person and the

reaction this causes among family members. The patience and devout-

ness with which the Ahl-e beyt have carried their sorrows are, hereby,

often emphasised. Sometimes an explicit moral lies in this, as in the

following example about the martyrdom of Hoseyn’s infant son 'Ali

Asghar:

[Hoseyn] held up his child. ‘People can’t you see? my child is about
to die! Look at it people!’ and there is a message for Shi'ites in this
story. /. . ./ because as he was talking an arrow came. Hoseyn looked
down and saw that the arrow had hit his child and that his head was
falling back. He talked to God, and in this is the message, he said:
‘Since it is for you it is easy!’100

Cosmology

Besides presenting the Ahl-e beyt as examples of ideal behaviour, their

incomparable position in Shi'ite cosmology is sometimes touched

upon in the lamentations. Mystical discussions on the cosmic func-

tion of the Ahl-e beyt are important in Iranian Shi'ite tradition.

Although the gnostic cosmology developed by Iranian thinkers such

as Sohravardi or Mollà Sadrà101 is not at all referred to in the lec-

ture material of the present study, its influence sometimes shines

through in the lamentations. On one occasion the prayer leader con-

nects to this tradition while speaking about Fàteme Zahrà in the fol-

lowing poetic words:

Zahrà was the star in the sky of messengers. Zahrà, whose orders are
followed by everyone, was the one who sat behind the curtain of the
Prophet, the one who was very patient. My everything is devoted to
you. If being innocent is the wheel of the cosmos, she is its shining
star. If not committing sins is a sea, she is its pearl. If esoteric knowl-
edge ['erfàn] is a necklace, she is its jewel. If belief is a compass, she
is its fixed centre.102

99 Lamentation in connection to lecture, April 28th, 2000.
100 Lamentation in connection to lecture, September 2nd, 1999.
101 For a thorough presentation of this cosmology see, for instance, Corbin 1990.
102 Lamentation in connection to lecture, August 23rd, 1999.

lectures and lamentations 207



Political Statements

Occasionally there are also political statements intertwined in the

lamentations. This is especially apparent at the Do'à-ye Komeyl gath-

erings, since young, politically engaged men belonging to the basij-
organisation often read that prayer. Political statements in the

lamentations are often short polemic references to the international

enemies of the Islamic Republic: the United States, Israel or Saudi

Arabia.103 More often, however, they are calls for support of the

supreme leader of the Islamic Republic, 'Ali Khàmene"i, or regret-

ful complaints about the declining situation in Iranian society:

I am ashamed. /. . ./ I do not do my duty towards my leader. The
leader has become lonely. /. . ./ Things have become so bad that in
his speeches His Excellency has to support the Sepàh104 and basij, since
they are no longer respected. At the time of the Imam,105 basij, the
revolutionary forces and the 'olamà all supported the Imam but now
he has to support everybody! May I die for him!106

Human Sinfulness and Dependence on God

I have thus tried to exemplify how the lamentations, through the

stories they convey, include moral exhortations, mystical references

and political statements. These aspects of the lamentations are in my

view, however, only secondary to the main message of the tragedies

and prayers. I would like to propose that the major message which

the material conveys is of theological concern and circles around 

the notion of the sinfulness of humankind and complete dependence

on God. In the following I will present this central message of the

lamentations.

Humans tend to be sinful and incomplete. Human existence in

this world is therefore characterised by separation from God. Through

the divine revelation, which Islam is, and the holy family who are

the foremost conveyers of this revelation, humans are given the

opportunity to be purified and devoted, mokhles, and thereby given

a chance to come closer to God. The prayers, which are said in the

103 Lamentation in connection to lecture, August 23rd, 1999.
104 Sepàh is the revolutionary forces.
105 Here referring to Khomeyni.
106 Do'à-ye Komeyl, April 20th, 2000.
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lamentations, mostly express a wish for this to happen, in this world

or the next. These prayers, therefore, naturally often focus upon

death.107 In the hereafter, many prayer leaders declare, those who

have been faithful will be saved;108 they will meet Hoseyn and the

Ahl-e beyt and their separation from God will come to an end. In

this world, the final end to the separation will come with the parou-

sia of Imam Mahdi. This future event is something that is constantly

returned to in the lamentations.109 Before that, however, prayer and

devotion to Islam and the Ahl-e beyt can bring humans closer to

God.110 On a small-scale rowze, my informant Mohammad Mahdi

expresses his desire to end the separation. He also emphasises the

value of religious activity by praying to God in the following words:

These spiritual moments, being close to you, talking to you, we don’t
know its value. God! Our sins, my sins keep me away from you. /. . ./
By your Koran, tonight and day by day, let us taste the sweetness of
remembering you, bring us closer to Ahl-e beyt and Koran!111

The urge to be forgiven is closely linked to the desire of being close

to God. The prayer leaders often express that they are ashamed of

their sinfulness,112 but that they trust in and are completely depen-

dent on God’s forgiveness.113 During a Do'à-ye Komeyl meeting, these

thoughts were expressed as follows:

How much haven’t I committed sins that you have forgiven? How
much haven’t I repented and then committed them again? O my God!
I hope my sinful deeds will not cause you to put me to shame.114 You
have covered me whenever I have committed a sin. You haven’t put
me to shame. My God! I’ve come again, empty handed, I have noth-
ing. /. . ./ God forgive me! I am a sinner! I am small! I am nothing!
I am miserable! I have nowhere else to go but to you. If you push
me away where shall I go?115

107 Mohammad Mahdi, small-scale rowze, May 20th, 2001 and Do'à-ye Komeyl,
April 17th, 2001.

108 lamentation in connection to lecture, April 20th, 2000.
109 Do'à-ye Komeyl, August 12th, 1999.
110 Mohammad Mahdi, small-scale rowze, May 20th, 2001 and Do'à-ye Komeyl,

April 17th, 2001.
111 Mohammad Mahdi, small-scale rowze, May 20th, 2001.
112 Blaming oneself is a well-known theme in Persian literature and culture known

as qalandari or malàmati.
113 Lamentation in connection with lecture, April 19th, 2000, Do'à-ye Komeyl, April

20th, 2000 and Mohammad Mahdi, small-scale rowze, May 27th, 2001.
114 Put me to shame, rosvà konid, here refers to letting others know.
115 Do'à-ye Komeyl, May 17th, 2001.
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In a small-scale rowze, Mohammad Mahdi expresses similar ideas:

Alas! My life was wasted with a lot of sin. I have spent my life with-
out praising you, I haven’t been a good servant to you. You did good
things for me, I did bad things for you. But my good God! Do you
know how sure I am that you are kind? Whatever bad things I do,
again you accept me! You place me by the Koran! You bear me so
that I can call you! You don’t turn your face!116

Furthermore, the prayer leaders’ constantly urge the listeners to cry

for and with the Ahl-e beyt.117

In 'àshurà, Hoseyn cried aloud. You can also cry loudly. When did he
cry aloud? When he was lying on the ground, bleeding and thirsty.
When his friends had died. /. . ./ He wanted to stand but he had no
energy. Sometimes he stood up with difficulty and then fell down, and
here it is written that he cried loudly. You should cry loudly too!118

With this, I have proposed that a specific theology and outlook on

humankind is central to the canonical message which is communi-

cated through the lamentations. The core of this is the idea that

humans, through their sin, are separated from God and that they

therefore need God’s forgiveness. The Ahl-e beyt constitute both the

foremost examples of what human beings should be like, and the

route by which men and women can reach such a position. To cry

about their tragic destinies is therefore not only an expression of

empathy for human misfortune, but also a practice through which

one can be purified.

The purpose of this study is not to make inter-religious compar-

isons. But it is striking how many features the religiosity of the com-

munity share with, maybe especially Catholic, Christianity: the

mourning for the martyrs, the redeeming dimension of suffering, the

corporal expression of the passion plays and the belief in interces-

sion through saints. It is also worth mentioning that other forms of

Islam, not least Salifite or Wahabist Sunni Islam, strongly rejects the

belief in Intersession through Imams. For Muslims of these denom-

inations many rituals, that the informants of this study take part in,

would be considered superstitious or even idolatrous.

116 Small-scale rowze, May 20th, 2001.
117 Lamentations in connection with lectures, April 19th, 20th and 21st, 2000.
118 Lamentation in connection to lecture, April 22nd, 2000.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE CREATIVITY OF RITUAL

In this final chapter I will begin by summarising the main points of

what I have done. Thereafter I will make some methodological

reflections before discussing the theoretical attitude to ritual that this

study has resulted in. I will end by listing my conclusions.

Summary

In this study I have tried to present as true a picture as possible of

the ritual lives of Jamie, Mosta'àr, 'Ali Bakhtiàri, Mohammad Mahdi,

Amir and the community to which they belong. What I have tried

to do is to portray how this community and these individuals have

tackled the project of ritualising life in different ways. In search of

different levels of meaning I have presented some incitements for

doing this and shown some of the various methods which have been

used. In the different chapters of the study I have ventured to do

this from somewhat different points of view. The idea has been to

show the comprehensive character of the Islamic project in the infor-

mants’ lives. Beginning with a presentation of their community—

that is, the religious context in which they have put themselves and

from which they get the major input that forms their religiosity—

the study continues to discuss how ritual practices and ideas of the

community become tools of comfort or self-control in the informants’

own particular life situations. In this way I have wanted to show

that Islam, as it is experienced by the informants, through processes

of ritualisation is made an all-encompassing regulating system; from

the abstract level of ruling political ideology in the Islamic Republic

to the actual physical level of heartfelt emotions and tears. The sto-

ries of the informants in this study are good examples of how this

project may turn out, how it may succeed, and how it can fail, not

on the political level, but on the individual and social levels.

In chapter 2, then, the scene was set. I presented in brief the soci-

etal situation in post-war Iran and the specific position of the con-

servative community to which the informants of this study belong.



It is an open community of bazaar workers and religious students,

which is located in an old mosque in the traditionally oriented part

of the city and which revolves around the charismatic personality of

a highly esteemed and influential conservative Ayatollàh. The main

activity of the community is the evening prayer, but there is also a

rich agenda of other activities among which lectures, Koran classes

and sorrowful prayer meetings would count as the most important

for the informants of this study.

In chapter 3, I discussed how the informants ritualise their lives

in order to be virtuous. Their stories show that they perceive worldly

temptations and then especially sexual desires to constitute the great-

est threat to this undertaking. In order to keep themselves on the

right path the informants ritualise their lives in ways that keep them

in a state of constant awareness of their religion. For instance, they

limit their own mobility in the public sphere, think about death, stay

ritually pure and constantly remind themselves of God.

Having presented these methods, I concluded that being Muslim,

as my informants see it, is to live and practice the Islamic ideal of

virtue. To do this, I have found, is not only a matter of thought

and existential reflection but, and indeed literally, also a bodily expe-

rience. There are many reasons for this conclusion. To begin with,

their ritual activity is in itself physical in many ways. The move-

ments are physical, but the rituals also cause the body to change:

they make the eyes full of tears, people are physically healed through

ritual, inclination to sin is prevented by fasting, ablutions are felt to

be more powerful as long as the dampness can be sensed on the

skin and carelessness with religious duties is experienced to give

headache. The informants’ incitements to try to live virtuous lives

are often physical in character. Whether it has been physical pain,

puberty or illness which has decided their individual choices, it is

clear that many informants have chosen to begin their religious life

style after experiencing physical problems of some sort.

Furthermore, I let these observations lead to some conclusions

concerning the Islamic culture of my informants. This is created

through a conglomeration of the culturally conveyed canonical inter-

pretation of life that is provided in their community and their own

embodied experiences. I argued that the informants themselves play

an active and conscious part in their own formation of self. The

process of embodying the ideal of virtue, thus, should not be seen
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as a superimposed socialisation process only but as a deliberate and

purposeful struggle among the informants to change themselves.

In chapter 4 I continued by exemplifying the informants’ strug-

gle to shape themselves through the most predominant of their rit-

ual activities, namely the rituals of sorrow. I showed how these rituals

are used as tools to express spiritual longing, to channel frustration,

to give emotional relief and to provide a feeling of meaning to the

informants. I also discussed how they formulate the ideology of the

rituals so as to fit their use of these and I illustrated how the emo-

tional experiences of the rituals, to a certain extent, are shaped

through a process in which the informants are active agents rather

than passive pliable subjects.

In chapter 5 I discussed the concept of authorisation. I define this

as the form of power implementation which needs neither persua-

sion nor force to uphold hierarchy. According to my definition a

person has authority if he or she is seen as hierarchically superior

without having had to prove this position through arguments or

force. Authorisation is the social process of creating such authority.

It is one of the continuous social processes through which the com-

munity is preserved, recreated and legitimised and it happens through

acts of speech and body that communicate respect to symbols of

significant importance for the community. I suggested that the ritu-

alised activities in general and the lectures and lamentations in par-

ticular contribute to authorisation since they: explicitly appeal for

obedience and respect for the authorities; encourage emotional

identification with Ahl-e beyt; propose a sense of continuity of author-

ity between Ahl-e beyt and contemporary 'olamà; and are carried out

within the already authorised framework of ritual.

I went on to discuss the success of the authorisation in the cho-

sen community and to relate the discussion to the stories of the infor-

mants. I showed that their explicit attitudes towards the authorities

are varied. Some of them utter unconditional praise, whereas oth-

ers are more sceptical. However, they all contribute to the authori-

sation by their very presence in the mosque. The manner of conduct

which is expected in the mosque, is structured in such a way as to

make everyone do this. A person’s contribution to authorisation in

the chosen community does not necessarily imply that this person

approves of the authorities. The stories of the informants, on the

contrary, clearly show how changeable and varied the attitudes to
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authority, even within this seemingly homogeneous community, can

be. Jamie’s story is clear evidence of the reprisals that threaten to

fall upon anyone who goes against the authorities.

My general conclusion concerning the authorisation in the cho-

sen community was that it is somewhat strained. The facts which

bring about such a conclusion were that: the questioning of author-

ity is something all informants had thought about; that both per-

suasion and force exist as a means of power implementation in the

community; and that the authority of some 'olamà are questioned. If

authority was complete, I have argued, there would be no need for

argumentation or questioning thoughts. Now, that such thoughts

exist, they show that the studied community is found in a society

where its values are questioned. In chapter 6, I showed that the

power struggle in contemporary Iran is fought not only between

groups but also in the minds of individuals belonging to the core

group of its revolutionary supporters.

In chapter 7 I left the focus on the individual informants and pre-

sented the content of the lectures and the sorrowful prayer meet-

ings, which I referred to as lamentations. I concluded that the central

theme in these was the issue of virtue, taqvà in Persian. Being Muslim,

as the lecturers and prayer leaders of the community would have it,

is to struggle to uphold one’s moral purity in a world of tempta-

tions. Ritual activity as well as political struggle, everyday behaviour

and family life all relate to this all-encompassing ambition. The fore-

most prototypes of virtuous living are found in the tragic life stories

of the Ahl-e beyt. These tales are constantly told and retold in the

mosque as cautionary examples, emotional triggers and as inherent

parts of the Shi'ite homiletic tradition.

Methodological Reflections in Retrospect

As I have worked with this study, my ways of dealing with method-

ological problems have turned out to be rather diverse. Although I

have always begun my field trips with a clear picture of how I am

to proceed methodologically, this image has always been altered as

I have continued. In the end, my choices of method have most often

been guided by practical experience. As I have made friends with

my informants it proved difficult to stick to a previously defined

method and instead it has become a partly uncontrolled processes



of trial and error, which has decided the manner by which I have

chosen to carry out my study.

The method chosen by this study has been primarily qualitative.

By this I mean that the perspectives of the informants have been

highlighted, that analytic depth has been given priority over gener-

alisation in the analysis and that the material has been gathered with

this priority in mind. Among the various methods that can be

described as qualitative, participant observation and interviews have

been used in the present study. I believe they are the most suitable

methods to answer the questions which I have posed. Due to the

present political situation in Iran they have also been the only pos-

sible ways of research in the field of my interest. The government’s

repressive policy and the tense political situation has meant that any

fieldwork carried out in the Islamic Republic will be severely restricted.

Especially investigations concerning religious matters have to be made

with great sensitivity and caution in order not to raise the dislike of

the authorities. In the case of a study like this one, in which many

of the informants themselves are members of organisations like the

basij,1 caution is, naturally, of even greater importance.

As the term itself indicates, being a participant observer has two

sides to it: participation and observation. Ideally, the field researcher

observes the informants critically at the same time as s/he takes an

active part in their activities and thereby hopes to understand these

from an insider’s point of view. My ideal has always been to pay

close attention to what is going on and to never be carried away. I

have wanted to register mentally and, from an outsider perspective,

soberly analyse what is happening around and within me in every

single situation. Naturally, here there are several aspects which cause

me, as a participant observer, to be different from the ordinary par-

ticipants: I have tried to be aware of behaviours and intentions that

ordinary participants take for granted or do not reflect upon; I have

aimed at finding explanations and connections that transcend com-

mon models of interpretation; and I have had the ambition to be

introspective throughout the research process.

In the interview situation my ideals have been similar. Thus, here

too I have been eager to find a balance between analytical progress

1 The Islamic mobilisation forces.
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and social comfort in my discussions with the informants. I have

tried to avoid asking leading questions while struggling to make the

informants discuss matters that have been relevant to my purpose.

As I have worked with this study, several problems of methodol-

ogy have arisen. Some are abstract, whereas others are practical.

However, they have all affected the way I have been able to carry

out the fieldwork and their subsequent analyses. In the following I

will bring to attention some issues which I find particularly relevant.

I will begin with a discussion about the limits of analyses based on

field material and the problem of inequality, which the field situa-

tion inescapably entails. Thereafter follows a more theoretical dis-

cussion on the epistemological premises of knowledge gathered from

a social situation.

Limits of Analysis and the Issue of Equality

There are several limitations, which hinder the researcher to reach

a genuine insider understanding of a studied culture: one cannot

possibly spend enough time in the field to fully experience reality as

an insider; academic, personal, social, political or ideological inter-

ests may effect the choice of material and interpretation; terminol-

ogy and language may make culturally rational ideas and practices

seem abnormal, and questions may cause informants to change their

views.2 Contextually defined understandings of reality, furthermore,

may determine how the researcher understands the material. One

such categorisation, which is prominent in western culture, is the

dichotomisation of reality. Body is often contrasted by soul, urban-

ity by rurality, east by west, male by female and so forth. Even if

these dichotomies sometimes are conscious simplifications used as

tools in an analysis, they may at times be understandings not con-

sidered before and may affect the way the scholar comprehends the

material in a negative way. Cultural categorisations or dichotomisa-

tions do not only sort reality in various categories, they also tend to

bring about a discriminating evaluation of these, which results in the

devaluation of certain categories and the appraisal of others. Hence

patriarchal, logocentric or other cultural biases risk to further limit

the analysis as a side effect of categorisation. In the study of polit-

2 Donovan 1999: 236.
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ical Islam, for instance, the Christian and secularist dichotomisation

of politics and religion may bring about an understanding of “polit-

icised religion” as something abnormal. The dichotomisation of mind

and body is, furthermore, is noticeable in many theoretical approaches

which aim at explaining culture and that, more or less consciously,

treat the mind as hierarchically superior to the body.

There are many ways of responding methodologically to the lim-

itations which our pre-understanding causes. An initial way to do

this lies in establishing equal relations to the informants and thereby

to avoid soiling the material with biases due to differences in cul-

ture, or to affect the choice of material by the intentions or expec-

tations of the researcher. If one spends much time among the

informants and learns their ways, many mistakes can be avoided. I

do not, however, believe that equal relations should be sought pri-

marily by trying to become an insider. Inequality, as we know, is

common even among members of the same community and there

are several factors which will continue to uphold the sense of inequal-

ity between researcher and informant, no matter how well one speaks

the language or know the social codes of conduct. As has been pro-

posed by Michel Foucault, all forms of research can be seen as a

legitimisation of the scholar’s superiority over those studied. The very

attempt to analyse other human beings, and the assumption that this

analysis will bring about knowledge about them of which they them-

selves are unaware, seem to have its origin in a feeling of superior-

ity, at least in terms of knowledge and analytic ability. In the case

of the present study, as with most studies of this sort, where the

researcher comes from a part of the world that politically, ideolog-

ically and economically dominates the global society, to a part that

does not, this inequality becomes all the more apparent.

I have reached the conclusion that, no matter how long I stay in

the community of my focus, I will never become one of its mem-

bers—it would be preposterous to believe anything else. There are

many aspects of my appearance that clearly reveal that I am a for-

eigner, both to the Iranian country and culture in general, and to

the pious Islamist community in particular. My physical appearance,

to begin with, is one. Although it has become my habit to grow a

beard and to avoid wearing blue jeans and other potentially pro-

voking clothes during my visits to Iran, my Scandinavian look, my

non-Iranian clothes, my notebook and the green shoulder bag I

always carry, inexorably reveal my origin. My Persian, furthermore,



immediately reveals my alien status as does my behaviour in gen-

eral: the way I walk, the way I talk, the way I wash, the way I take

an interest in things that others take for granted and the way I some-

times must appear exaggeratedly eager to be polite and respectful.

All these things, and more, mark my role as a foreigner.

On a less obvious level the knowledge that I will always be in the

community for a limited amount of time has consolidated my sta-

tus as an outsider. For me, there has always been a place to go back

to. Even if I sometimes have doubted it myself, this place, that I

have come from and to which I will return, will always be the place

where I primarily belong, both in the eyes of my informants as well

as in my own understanding. It is the place to which I will always

have the strongest connection and therefore the most lasting loyal-

ties. My unwillingness to marry an Iranian woman (something I have

been offered on several occasions) and my refusal to accept Islam

as my religion have, I believe, been understood by my informants

as signs of this.

Moreover, the differences in economic resources between my infor-

mants and me have assured, to me as well as to them, that I will

never completely be a proper member of the community. The major-

ity of my informants are very poor. They work almost incessantly

to support their families and live materially simple lives. My eco-

nomic situation have thus, by comparison, been very privileged. Even

though this subject has never been touched upon in any conversa-

tion, it no doubt has had an effect on my relationship with the infor-

mants. This effect has been twofold. Firstly, it has widened the gap

between us since it has always been clear that I will never have to

suffer the material difficulties that many of them do. I believe that

this knowledge has fuelled a feeling, in me as well as among them,

that I will never be able to fully comprehend their situation. Secondly,

there has always been a risk that my financial advantage would cause

the informants to treat me, and me to treat them, differently than

would have been the case if our economic standards had been equal.

This had risked destroying the equality of our relationships.

Finally, the very fact that I have, at least to certain extent, a dou-

ble cultural competence may have added to the inequality rather

than, as one could have hoped, decreased it. I speak Persian and I

have knowledge of the tradition to which my informants belong—

in some respects a knowledge that surpasses their own. Still I am

not one of them. Sometimes it has struck me that the situation would
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be far more equal if I had known nothing of their religion or lan-

guage. As it is now, I have, so to speak, been participating in their

arena. It may have been difficult at times, but there has never been

any risk that they would ever participate in mine.

Solving the problem of inequality, then, has been something that

could not be wholly done. In this regard I agree with Foucault’s

assertion. What I have done in my fieldwork, however, is to try to

make as straightforward a declaration of my own religious and ideo-

logical positions and the intentions of my stay in the mosque as pos-

sible. By doing so I have hoped to clarify the prerequisites of our

relation both to myself and to the members of the community.

Because of the open-mindedness of my informants, this policy has

not hindered me from actively participating in the various activities

of the mosque.3 On the contrary, since the members of the con-

gregation welcomed me, it enabled me, as an outsider, to take part

in the activities without temporising with either my scholarly task or

my moral obligations. To a certain extent I have also let the infor-

mants decide the course of our social interaction and the topics of

conversation. By letting them play a dominant role in the construc-

tion of the material that I analyse, I have thus hoped to decrease

the impact of our unsymmetrical relations.4

During the first fieldwork of this study, my intention was to affect

my informants as little as possible. As a result of this, I never expressed

my own opinion about matters that we discussed, neither did I, on

a personal level, ever really consider any critique, suggestion or opin-

ion that my informants had concerning the culture and attitudes in

the part of the world which I come from. My ambition was to be

an impartial observer that neutrally writes down and analyses what-

ever beliefs and opinions the informants might have. It is now my

viewpoint that this ambition was both presumptuous and faulty, partly

because, obviously, no proper neutrality could ever be reached, but

3 My participation in the activities, to my knowledge, very rarely caused prob-
lems for my informants. Once, however, I understood that some believers had
refused to drink water from a bowl because I, as a non-Muslim, had drunk from
it. This incident caused a minor discussion about Islamic regulations of purity among
the members of the congregation and ended with a confirmation by one of the
'olamà that it is not forbidden for Muslims to drink from a bowl used by a Christian
and, of course, with my avoidance of further use of public food-utensils in the
mosque. 

4 This approach is inspired by Bourdillon 1996: 141.
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also because it helped establish inequality between my informants

and me. When they made an effort to get to know me as a person

and engaged personally in discussions concerning matters they con-

sidered important with me, I remained silent and never let myself

be emotionally involved. Such an inequality is, no doubt, common

in relations between researchers and informants, as it is in relations

between therapists and their clients. It does not have to be a prob-

lem and sometimes it is even necessary. In my study, however, where

I interacted with my informants on a daily basis and therefore became

an important part of their lives during my stay, I felt that it became

indefensible. It hindered me from getting to know them better; it

created, or risked creating, a sense of mistrust on their side, and it

upheld a false concept of what kind of an experience I was actually

going to study. Therefore, in later stages of my research process I

chose to change my strategy. Instead of being passive I accepted my

differences in opinion and chose to be frank about them in discus-

sions. Thus I have sometimes allowed myself to be engaged in argu-

ments with the informants, I have declared divergent opinions when

I have had them and I have allowed myself to express my agree-

ment or to be upset by views expressed by my informants. It is my

experience that the consequences of my change in attitude have been

predominantly positive. Through the mutuality which it caused in

our relations, greater trust was established between us. This, in turn,

led to deeper friendships and a better understanding. It should be

clear, however, that the attitude I chose to have became fruitful not

least due to a willingness to argue and discuss among the members

of the community. If personal involvement had obstructed friendly

communication or if disagreements in opinion had been so emo-

tionally charged that they had ruined my relationship with the infor-

mants, another attitude would have had to be chosen.

Problems of Epistemology

The study of religion can never truthfully describe the religious expe-

rience itself. Between it and the researcher lie too many layers of

interpretation. The experience is altered, firstly, by the informant’s

unconscious cultural interpretation of it, then limited by language

and changed to suit the expectations of the scholar who in his or

her turn interprets it and models it to fit into academic language
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and theory.5 Hence, when I, in the different chapters of this book,

have discussed the experiences of the informants, what I have done

is discussing several different things: I have described what they said

they experienced, what I believed they meant by this and what I

believed actually happened. A way to describe the problem, which

this ambiguity entails, is to epistemologically distinguish between

different layers of the human perception of reality. It might be fruit-

ful to differentiate between three such layers. The first would be the

non-reflected perception of reality, i.e. the perception which humans

experience as obvious, which represent conjunctive knowledge,6 are

unspoken, tacit and implicit in thoughts and actions. The second

layer would be reflected perception. These are the perceptions the

term usually refers to. They are conscious, explicit and are experi-

enced as varying and changeable. The third and final layer, then,

would be people’s perceptions of their own perceptions, meta-rep-

resentations that unite the various reflected perceptions into coher-

ent systems. These perceptions are conscious and explicit and they

express the way an individual or a community looks upon itself.7

A risk with studies like this is that one wishes to reach and con-

clude something about the first unreflected layer of concepts whereas

the layers reached in communication with the informants can only

be the third or, at best, the second. Such impossible ambitions also

risk leading to a situation where the researcher believes the original

concept of reality of the informant has been reached when this is

not the case. Instead, as I shall discuss below, the only available

reality is created in the very interaction between the researcher and

the informant. A misunderstanding of what reality it is one is able

to reach risks resulting in an unfortunate sensation of superiority.

The first step, if one wants to come to terms with this problem is

to be aware of its existence and, consequently, to be humble in one’s

ambition to reach the layer of unreflected concepts.

5 Several scholars have discussed the various levels of interpretation, which reli-
gious experiences go through before they reach the researcher. See, for instance,
Rydving 1995: 27–28.

6 The term conjunctive knowledge I have borrowed from Karl Mannheim. Mannheim
and Kegan 1982. 

7 Sperber 1985; Ericson 1997: 14–15.
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Thus I have argued that the researcher cannot easily reach far-

ther in an understanding of the informant’s reality than to the outer

layers of communicable and reflected experiences. But not even this

social reality, it will be argued, is objectively available. All social real-

ity, arguably, is constructed in the interaction between people. The

concepts of reality that one reaches in an interaction with the infor-

mants are no exception to this. On the contrary, I believe it is impor-

tant to stress that these concepts are also the result of, primarily

subconscious, social negotiations, not only between the members of

the studied community, but also between the informants and the

researcher. Hence, even if it appears to justly portray the informants

and their community, the material of this study is to certain extent

my construction. The informant material upon which I base this

study then, is constructed through negotiations between me and the

informants and it reflects and confirms the views and values both of

them and of me. It also reflects our relation to one another.

A possible extreme post-structuralist solution to this epistemologi-

cal problem is a general abandonment of the ambition to explain

social reality. If subjective reality is constructed in negotiation between

people, and objective reality, if such a thing exists at all, is hope-

lessly unavailable to humans, it would be pretentious and delusive

to even try to explain anything with absolutist intentions. However,

I have not gone as far as this. Although I certainly have had no

absolutist intentions, I do hold that there are a substantial amount

of cultural truths in the stories I have conveyed. Yet, human expe-

rience is by necessity contextualised and any attempt to talk about

it, therefore, also has to be.

My position in this matter is connected to a certain methodolog-

ical agnosticism insofar as I have not pretended that my conclusions

are ontologically certain.8 By holding such a position, I have hoped

that I also can confirm my respect for the world view of my infor-

mants as well as for them. To be methodologically agnostic has for

me been to affirm that one’s analysis and conclusions are statements

about a social reality that is true only if the epistemological and cul-

tural framework of the study is accepted. There are other cultures,

such as the one focused on in this work, and epistemologies, such

8 For further discussion, see, for instance, McCutcheon 1999: 6.
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as the acceptance of revelation, to which the conclusions of the pre-

sent study may be simply untrue or irrelevant. I believe it is impor-

tant to be aware of this and to be humble about the claims that a

study like this can have. Hence I have not considered the episte-

mological limits to be a serious problem.

Ritualisation and Meaning

Spradley has rightly pointed out that the more one knows about a

situation the harder it is to analyse it as an ethnographer.9 Theoretical

constructions may aim to elucidate underlying structures in a cho-

sen context. To do this they need to simplify matters, they need to

emphasise certain aspects and avoid others. The whole analytical

process, by necessity, involves a greater or smaller measure of simpli-

fication, and maybe a certain methodological reduction is inevitable.

In this study I have not had a ready-made and formulated theory

as my general framework. On the contrary, the stories of my infor-

mants have disproved most of the general theoretical assumptions I

set out with. Through concepts such as emotion, authorisation and

embodiment, however, I have been able to approach the stories of

my informants and to structure the various impressions that my meet-

ings with them have engendered into discussions that hopefully will

contribute to our understanding of contemporary Iranian Shi'ism.

The most central concept of this study has been ritual. The acts,

words and thoughts, which have been focused on here, circle around

the mode of human activity which is usually thought of as ritual. I

will now, in a coherent way and with reference to the theorists who

are of immediate relevance to my perspective, outline my own under-

standing of this concept as it has developed during my work with

this book. I will do this by presenting three different levels of what

I will refer to as ritual meaning. These levels I have found suitable

to sum up the analyses of the ritual activities of my informants.

As the chapters in this book have shown, I have felt important,

not to cut the informants from the religious and ideological milieu

in which they are situated and which, to certain extent, regulates

9 Spradley 1980: 61–62.
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their beliefs and practices. At the same time, however, I have tried

to avoid to speak about my informants as if their religious lives were

merely reflections of the religious ideology to which they adhere.

This study, and the following conceptual summary of it, should be

seen as an effort to balance between these two theoretical poles.

During the latter half of the twentieth century, scholars of ritual

have often focused on trying to understand what different rituals

mean. Theorists, such as Victor Turner and Clifford Geertz, have

approached rituals as complicated presentations imbued with sym-

bolic meaning. The task of the scholars in this tradition has been

to find and verbalise the meanings that a ritual has in its specific

cultural context. Whether this meaning was thought to be inherent

in the symbolic components of the ritual or seen as the conglomer-

ation of the participants’ interpretations, it can be said that rituals

were often approached as performed texts, which the scholars could

decode or decipher by analysing their different symbolic components.10

Arguably, this understanding of ritual falls back on the heritage

of the myth and ritual-school of the early twentieth century in which

ritual was primarily seen in its relation to myth as the physically

performed representation of mythical stories. An implicit notion in

such an understanding is that human activity is preceded, consciously

or unconsciously, by thought, and that this thought, in a sense, is

more important than the act which is believed to represent it. Such

an understanding falls back upon a widespread dichotomy in west-

ern thought between mind and body in which the mind is seen as

hierarchically superior and as that which controls the body rather

than vice versa; thoughts, then, are believed to precede acts and

theological speculation is often assumed to cause ritual activity rather

than the other way around.11 My position in this study has been

that this dichotomisation constitutes an obstacle for a correct under-

standing of the religious activity of my informants. Their religiosity,

as arguably the religiosity of all religious people, is caused and con-

tinuously upheld both as thought and bodily experience. The very

dichotomy of mind and body is, therefore, to a certain extent, faulty

when it comes to describing religious experience. Because of this, 

10 Asad 1993: 56–58. 
11 Olsson 2000: 9 and Østergaard 2002: 51.
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I have stressed the importance of treating both mind and body when

discussing the meaning of my informants’ rituals. Meaning, then,

needs to be sought on many different levels simultaneously. When I

in the following raise the issue of meaning it is not instrumental pur-

pose I speak of, but rather the subjective experience of meaningfulness.

Embodied Meaning

The first level of meaning, then, is the embodied meaning. Ritual is

something which involves the body. Ritual acts are performed through

or by the body. For an outside observer it is to a large extent by

looking at the bodily movement and positioning that a ritual act can

be distinguished from other acts. In the present mosque community

the most obvious ritual activities are remarkably physical: the chest

beatings of the lamentations and the prostration series of the namàz
are but two examples. This being so, many recent ritual theorists

underscore the importance of the body in ritual activity. Rituals,

they argue, are first learnt by the body12 and it is primarily in our

bodies that rituals are incorporated as parts of our physical reper-

toire.13 In Islamic tradition, for instance, the movements of prayer

are often mastered before the spoken words are learnt by heart and

definitely before the theological purposes and meanings of the prayers

are reflected upon. Ritual activity, then, is not primarily a matter of

conscious thought, but rather something which has to do with bod-

ily experience and expression. In ritual, as indeed in all forms of

activity, we humans live and reflect not only through our minds but

also through our emotions and bodies.

Some scholars, whose theories I have chosen to connect to, ques-

tion the meaningfulness of trying to find hidden meanings in ritual

activities in the way of, for instance, Clifford Geertz. Caroline

Humphrey and James Laidlaw, for instance, conclude that such a

venture is based on a misunderstanding of what ritual is.14 Previous

scholars, they argue, have acted as theatre critics trying to find and

analyse what the ritual performances are trying to express. But most

rituals do not fulfil the conditions that would make criticism a valid

12 See, for instance Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 266.
13 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 260.
14 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 261.
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endeavour—there are usually no individual intentions among the

performers and there is rarely an audience to which such intentions

could be conveyed.15 I agree with the viewpoint of Humphrey and

Laidlaw in this matter. Rituals, it seems, do not always have mean-

ings which are possible to verbalise or decipher. On the contrary,

it is my experience from this study that the most common answer

one gets if one asks a ritual participant why s/he does this or that

movement or gesture is a surprised “I do not know”. To always

ascribe meaning that can be verbalised to ritual movements or behav-

iours may therefore at times be somewhat forced. It may also be

misdirected since the verbalised and regulated religiosity of ritual spe-

cialists or theological authorities can be accepted at the expense of

the experience of the ordinary ritual participant.

Instead of looking for meaning that can be verbalised, I suggest,

it is reasonable to acknowledge that there are aspects of human expe-

rience that cannot be conveyed through language and which ritual

activities serve as a means to express. There are, then, aspects of

ritual activity which cannot be verbalised but which still must not

be forgotten in an analysis.16 Spiritual, emotional and bodily expe-

riences may constitute such sides. I do not, then, consider formu-

lated and well thought-out meaning to be the only or even the most

important form of meaning. There are cultural meanings, which are

neither verbalised nor conscious but which still may be crucial to

how and why a person behaves, thinks or experiences in certain

ways. Meaning can be emotional, esthetical or bodily, in which case

it is not necessarily possible to express in words. Indeed, if the

meaning of ritual behaviour could easily be verbalised there would

be no point in expressing it in the complicated and round about

way of ritual.17 Ritual, then, presents and expresses bodily, spiritual,

cultural and social experiences which other forms of expression fail

to communicate.18

15 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 263. Not all recent theorists agree with this
understanding: Grimes, for one, has a different understanding. He analyses ritual
as a performance, which is carried out for an audience. See Grimes 1990.

16 Østergaard 2002: 47.
17 Olsson 2000: 16.
18 In this understanding of ritual, I am inspired by Tord Olsson. See, for instance,

Olsson 2000: 16.
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A prerequisite for this understanding is the assumption that emo-

tional and bodily experience exist in our bodies also prior to our

conscious recognition of them. As has been stated by Österberg,

expression is something that is inherent in our bodies from our ear-

liest childhood. We experience, and express ourselves before we have

verbalised the cause of our expression. Therefore, bodily expressions

such as rituals, cannot only be seen as expressions caused by that

which they convey. Instead, the bodily expression of ritual, or any

other activity, must be seen as intimately connected to that which

is expressed.19 An increased pulse and a scream of intense anger, for

instance, are not merely arbitrary signs chosen to express that par-

ticular emotion but, rather, inherent parts of it. Likewise, when my

informants are asked why they prostrate their bodies in prayer they

may answer that they do so in order to show their respect to God

or because it is ordered by Islamic law. But the act of prostration,

which they perform with their bodies, is not merely, as I see it, a

random sign of these particular ideas. Rather, I hold, it should be

seen as the embodied enactment of an experience, the verbalised

aspect of which is the expressed respect for God or Islamic law. In

these rituals, then, the various forms of expression as well as the

expressed notion or idea belong together. They enrich each other

and cannot be easily separated. “Rites, more than any other type

of practice”, says Bourdieu, “serve to underline the mistake of enclos-

ing in concepts a logic made to dispense with concepts; of treating

movement of the body and practical manipulations as purely logi-

cal operations”.20

Thus, I conclude that there is an aspect of human activity which

cannot be verbalised but which still may be meaningful. I have

chosen to call this level of significance in ritual activity the embodied
meaning.

The Ritualisation of Activity

In accordance with the above given understanding of ritual, Tord

Olsson has argued that the constituting elements of rituals are acts

rather than symbols.21 He is not alone in this understanding. Many

19 Österberg 2001: 21.
20 Bourdieu 1977b: 116.
21 Olsson 2000: 16.
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recent ritual theorists have emphasised the view of ritual as a mode

of action. Humphrey and Laidlaw concur in this understanding,22

and so does Catherine Bell who has defined ritual as a type of human

activity, which is distinguished from other activity by culturally defined

classifications. According to Bell, ritual is characterised by some fea-

tures which are inherent to all human activity. For instance, it is sit-

uational, by which she means that it can only be understood in its

specific semantic framework.23 It is also strategic in the sense that it

creates mastery and control of one’s own situation and connects this

situation to God or other spiritual powers. In this sense, ritual, like

other forms of activity is manipulative and logical. Furthermore, she

argues that similar to other activity rituals reflect the world order

since they are bound to social class, gender et cetera.24

The purposes of approaching ritual as a mode of activity are man-

ifold. To begin with, it challenges the above mentioned dichotomi-

sation of thought and action.25 Its foremost gain, however, is that it

opens up to greater flexibility in our definition of what rituals are.

Instead of approaching these as fixed pre-defined entities, Bell speaks

about more or less ritualised activities. By introducing the verbal noun

ritualisation, then, she argues that rituals are ongoing processes rather

than fixed entities.26 Human behaviour cannot be simply divided into

that which is ritual and that which is not. The material of this study,

for example, has provided a multitude of examples of activities which

are somewhere in between these two extremes. By speaking in terms

of more or less ritualised activity many problems of categorisation

are therefore solved. Bell states that the aim of her own theoretical

contribution is to “forge a framework for reanalyzing the types of

activities usually understood as ritual”.27 I have felt that Bell’s approach

has been fruitful for interpreting the material of the present study.

The ritual life of my informants, as I have shown, does not only

consist of attending fixed institutionalised rituals, such as evening

prayers. On top of institutionalised ritual occasions, the rich Islamic

22 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 267–8.
23 Bell 1992: 220.
24 Bell 1992: 81–83.
25 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 3.
26 Bell 1992: 140 and 1997: 81.
27 Bell 1992: 219.
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ritual repertoire is continuously utilised and referred to in order to

sanctify everyday life in situations which cannot easily be defined as

ritual in a traditional sense.

The Otherness of Ritual

A most basic question that has risen when I have dealt with the

material of this study has concerned what it is that distinguishes rit-

ualised activity from other activities. What is the difference between

drinking wine at the dinner table and doing the same thing at the

Christian Holy communion or between ordinary washing and a

Muslim’s ritual ablution before prayer? According to Bell, ritualisa-

tion is essentially marked differentiation. A ritualised act is different

from one that is not ritualised. It differs because of the way in which

it is carried out. But what precise components constitute its difference

is culturally defined and cannot be generalised.28 Ritualisation, then,

is “fundamentally a way of doing things to trigger the perception

that these practices are distinct and the associations that they engen-

der are special”.29 Humphrey and Laidlaw have a similar definition

of ritualisation. But, unlike Bell, they highlight the experience of

predefinition as the major component of a ritual’s otherness. “The

degree of ritualization”, they ascertain, “corresponds to the degree

to which actions are felt to be stipulated in advance”.30

Although I hold that it may be precarious to make general claims

in this matter, I believe Humphrey and Laidlaw’s assertion is impor-

tant, because it underscores that an act is partly constituted by the

attitude of its agent.31 Such a qualitative understanding of action is

fundamental to the understanding of ritual that I have tried to show

in this study. I concur in the definition of ritual as marked other-

ness but refrain from trying to define any general characteristics of

what this precisely means. Although universal qualities of ritualised

28 Bell 1992: 140.
29 Bell 1992: 220. It is worth mentioning that a possible way of defining the

characteristic of the otherness of ritual is to do so by comparing it to that which
it is different from, i.e. from non-ritualised activity, focusing on formalized aspects
rather than subjective intentions. Within the field of linguistics such distinctions have
been discussed at length. For a further discussion on this matter see, for instance,
Jackson 1999: 158–164.

30 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 12.
31 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 4.
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action may very well exist, it has not been the purpose of the pre-

sent study to form a general theory of ritual. In the individual cases

of my informants, however, I believe it is reasonable to say that one

paramount characteristic of ritualisation in their context is the per-

ception that an action is carried out in accordance with the Islamic

world view and life style. One aspect in their ritual understanding,

which is also fundamental to their spiritual experience, that some-

what verifies Humphrey and Laidlaw’s understanding that the ritu-

alisation corresponds to the degree of predefinition is the feeling of

surrendering one-self. To engage in a ritualised activity is, as they

experience it, to give oneself up to a higher order, to abandon one’s

own subjective desires and preferences and instead becoming a part

of a pre-defined tradition ordained by divine intervention. It is, to

put it in their words, essentially to yield oneself to God and to put

one’s trust in God’s compassion alone. That which they yield to,

then, is experienced to be a never changing system, which is chang-

ing them rather than vice versa. This experience of self-surrendering

is, as I see it, essential to the informants’ ritual experience. It is, cer-

tainly, also in accordance with mainstream Islamic theological under-

standing. Arguably, the word Islam, meaning submission, can itself

be construed as denoting this experience. The more an activity is

felt to be in line with the purpose of the overall and, as it is believed,

the divinely inspired Islamic system, then, the more it is charged

with the otherness of ritual in the experience of my informants. Thus,

activities which are directly ordered by Islamic law, such as the

movements of the prayer, can be denoted as highly ritualised whereas

activities that are not directly ordered, but very well experienced to

be in accordance with the Islamic purpose, such as studying hard

or refraining from sexual thoughts, are also somewhat ritualised. The

ritualisation of my informants’ activities, then, as I see it, is largely

defined by their own perception of what they do.

Self-Referential Meaning

It may already be clear that it has not been my intention to look

for hidden social or psychological functions in the ritual lives of my

informants.32 When I have discussed the meaning of ritual it is rather

32 There are several influential scholarly traditions which analyse religion with a
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their experienced meaning I have referred to. I have concluded that

there is a level of ritual meaning which by definition is impossible

to verbalise. I have labelled this level the embodied meaning of rit-

ual. I will now go on to discuss the level of meaning which I will

refer to as self-referential.
Catherine Bell, although she dissociates herself from classical func-

tionalist theories of ritual, still proposes a general purpose of ritual-

isation. This, she claims, is solely to produce embodied knowledge

of and familiarity with ritual systems. “The ultimate purpose of rit-

ualization”, she says, “is nothing other than the production of ritual

agents, persons who have an instinctive knowledge of these schemes

embedded in their bodies”.33 In Bell’s idea, then, ritualisation cre-

ates a form of practical knowledge among the ritual participants who

become capable of deploying their ritual mastery for whatever pur-

pose they see fit. It can be said that Bell, in this definition, lifts forth

the embodied meaning of ritual as its fundamental purpose. I agree

with Bell that the embodied meaning is important. In the case of

my informants, the repertoire of activities, prayers, gestures and move-

ments, which their rituals provide, are like a toolbox from which

they can pick whatever components they need in order to deal with

their individual situations. Contrary to Bell, however, I believe this

study has shown that one cannot fully understand ritual without also

regarding its verbalised meanings if such are ascribed to it by its

participants. With Humphrey and Laidlaw, I therefore hold that the

motives, intentions and stated purposes of the ritualised activity of

the participants need to be taken into serious consideration when

the issue of ritual purpose and meaning is addressed.34 One thing

that I have looked for in this study is this self-referential meaning,

that is, the significance of ritual, as it is experienced by the infor-

mants. I will now elaborate a bit further on this.

focus on its function. The sociological tradition which analyses religion as means
of reality-construction and social unification within a society is an example of such
a tradition. Emile Durkheim, the founding father of this tradition, claimed that the
main function of religion was the social control of the members of a community.
After him, scholars like Mary Douglas (See Douglas 1986), Victor Turner (See
Turner 1969), Peter Berger, Thomas Luckmann (Berger and Luckmann 1966) and
Clifford Geertz (See Geertz 1973), have expounded his analysis and improved his
methods further.

33 Bell 1992: 221.
34 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 5.
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A basic assumption in my theoretical approach has been that

humans try to find meaning in their existence. There is a striving

towards creating systems of belief and interpretation which explain,

justify and give meaning to the flux of experiences which we all have

to relate to. “Humanity”, says Roy Rappaport, “is a species that

lives and can only live in terms of meanings it itself must invent”.35

The individual Islams of my informants—their theological convic-

tions, their ethical systems and their methods of coping with the

hardships of their lives—are examples of solutions which have resulted

from this endeavour in their particular contexts. This study is an

example of how the same striving can be responded to in the con-

text of Swedish academia.

Following this assumption, I do not consider there to be any one

true meaning of ritual. Here I concur with Fritz Staal who pub-

lished an article in the late 1970’s on what he called the meaning-

lessness of ritual.36 Staal argued that, rather than meaning something

in and of itself, a ritual as such is by necessity meaningless outside

its culturally situated context. Consequently, the same activity may

have entirely different meanings to different people although they

may perform it identically. As this study will indicate, this maybe

especially true in the case of ritual activity.

The idea of multiple meanings in ritual is not new. As early as

in the 1960’s Victor Turner proposed that human activities can be

said to be multivocal,37 that is, they have different meanings to

different people and may be interpreted differently and in accor-

dance with the specific conditions and situation of the individual.

Maurice Bloch, to present another example, argues that religious

symbols have to be ambiguous or multivocal since they represent a

complex and incongruous social reality. If they did not have this

ambiguity, Bloch argues, they would fail to respond to people’s expe-

rience of reality and consequently fade away.38 Humphrey and Laidlaw

go even further: “a custom does not become ’a ritual’”, they argue,

“until people disagree about its meaning”.39

35 Rappaport 1999: 8.
36 Staal 1979.
37 Hylland Eriksen 2000: 240; Turner 1967: 50–52.
38 Bloch 1986: 195.
39 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 12.
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By necessity, a ritual tradition, according to these scholars, has to

be possible to interpret in different ways in order to survive. Islam,

like all living religions, is not a homogeneous and monolithic entity.

If it were, it would fail to be the base of existential reflection and

meaning that it is to many of its followers. The material of this study

shows with much clarity that a group of seemingly homogeneous

individuals choose to construe and apply the rituals and messages of

their community in different ways. This is why I have chosen to

highlight the individual cases of my informants and to regard these

as individuals and independent agents who utilise and construe the

social context in which they live to solve their own specific predica-

ments. The cases of the informants of this study have shown how

individual actors can appropriate ritual acts and align them with

their own intentions and needs.40 By underscoring this, I have sought

to acknowledge that there is a creative aspect in the ritual life of

my informants. As independent agents they contribute to the form-

ing of their own religious lives by creatively utilising the tools pro-

vided by Islam’s ritual repertoire.

For the ritual participants of this study, the fact that their physi-

cal behaviour is more important than their individual interpretation

of the rituals means that people of different worldviews or ideolo-

gies can pray together without any problem.41 From an outsider’s

analytical point of view, the focus on bodily activity and individual

interpretations means that the often prevalent incoherencies in peo-

ple’s theological systems need not be an obstacle in our endaveour

to comprehend the meaning of ritual. Ritual, as indeed all experi-

enced reality, cannot be expected to be either consistent or coher-

ent if exposed to logical scrutiny. Reality, as we experience it, through

our minds and bodies, is not singularly comprehensive but rather is

a flux of impressions and experiences of different form or charac-

ter. Our own belief, contrary to this however, is often that we have

a coherent world view and that our experience of reality is neither

inconsistent nor contradictory. We often hold this belief even if we

have never really scrutinised or formulated our perception of real-

ity in a coherent way. It seems that what is important to most

40 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 260.
41 For further discussion on this matter, see Olsson 2000: 56.
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humans in their everyday lives is not to have a well reasoned and

coherent world view but rather to have one that functions emo-

tionally. Thus, for instance, it is possible for people to consult both

traditional healers and modern biomedical doctors to cure a health

problem without finding this controversial although the world views

that make up the foundations of these treatments are largely inco-

herent.42 It appears, then, that we tend to be rather flexible and

pragmatic in our world views, religious as well as secular. It does

not matter if our comprehension is coherent as long as it works emo-

tionally and can confirm and be confirmed by experience.43 This is,

by all means, also true of ritual. “Variety, discordance and even

absence of interpretation are all”, to put it in the words of Humphrey

and Laidlaw, “integral to ritual”.44

As I have shown in this study, the stories of my informants all

reveal that their religious activity corresponds closely to their specific

individual life situations. No matter how eloquently they formulate

the universal applicability and timelessness of their religion, it is clear

that they choose to enhance and focus on the aspects of Islam which

can help them with their present needs. Following in the footsteps

of Bell, Humphrey and Laidlaw, I have tried to distance myself from

viewing ritualised activities as decipherable texts whose symbolic

meaning can be verbalised. If ritual is to be compared to text, it is

apparently not the text of a straightforward instruction manual that

it resembles, but rather the ambiguous and multifarious wording of

abstract poetry. The meaning of ritual, just like the meaning of such

poetry, is by necessity dependent upon its interpretation.

For the individual participant ritual acts may be an expression of

something that cannot be understood from the movements and words

of the activity itself. Hence, rituals can be said to sever the link

between the individual intention of the actor and the identity of the

act.45 Arguably, a methodological consequence of this view is that

the issue of ritual meaning cannot be solely approached on the level

of embodied meaning but that it also needs to be approached on

42 For studies on medical plurality see, for instance, Sussman 1983 or Dahlin
2002. 

43 Hylland Eriksen 2000: 245.
44 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 264.
45 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 260.
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the level of self-referential intention where the individual participant’s

personal interpretation is communicated. In order to give as thor-

ough a picture as possible of the ritual life of the informants of this

study, I have made efforts to present and discuss their rituals’ phys-

ical form and context as well as the meaning ascribed to them by

the informants themselves.

Canonical Meaning

I have stated that ritual is fundamentally a bodily activity and that

the meanings which are ascribed to it are dependent on the indi-

vidual interpretations of its participants. Since I hold that the par-

ticipants’ comprehension of it has to be seen as a part of a ritual

action, it can furthermore be said that ritual is a mode of action

which takes different forms inasmuch as the interpretations of its

participants differ.46 This, I believe, is an understanding which is

verified by the individual cases of my informants who all give utter-

ance to personal and, among themselves, much varied understand-

ings of what their rituals mean. However, even if I concur with the

idea that the personal interpretations of a ritual’s meaning should

be approached as responses to that ritual rather than as the cause

or the underlying fundaments of it,47 I hold that it would be faulty

to completely disregard the fact that there also are predefined mean-

ings to the rituals of my informants. There are answers among Islamic

scholars concerning the canonical meaning of ritual. Such answers

are conveyed through literature, lectures and prayer meetings and

do not depend upon the personal interpretation of the individual. I

will refer to this third level of ritual meaning as canonical.
Although this study primarily focuses upon individuals, these indi-

viduals are members of a clearly defined community. This commu-

nity is, by all means, a culturally and religiously defined group. They

are Iranian Shi'ites united by their zealous religiosity and their sup-

port of the conservatives in the regime. I believe it is impossible to

truly depict the personal understandings of the informants without

regard to the cultural context from which they get their major theo-

retical inspiration. This cultural context, as I define it, is essentially

46 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 267–8.
47 As claimed by Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 265.
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a shared system of meaning, which individuals may utilise to inter-

pret their experiences. It is not primarily a static set of ideas and

behavioural patterns which individuals are bound to follow, but rather

a repertoire of tools, which they can utilise to construe, express,

structure and understand their own experience, in thought as well

as emotionally and physically. As I have come to see it, then, there

are no fixed boundaries between the cultural spheres in the Iranian

society of my informants, nor, indeed, between cultures in general.

As a matter of fact, I feel hesitant to speak of culture in the plural

form, i.e. as cultures in the first place. Such an expression, it seems,

implies a notion that there are separate autonomous and definable

cultures, as if one Iranian culture exists, which is clearly separable

from the Swedish culture, and so on. My experience from the meet-

ings with the informants of this study is contrary to any such notion.

With them I feel a heartfelt depth of cultural unity in some respects

and an almost complete incomprehension in other. With 'Ali Bakhtiàri,
for instance, I share a liking for walking in the mountains and an

interest in discussing religious and Islamic issues. In these fields I

connect better to him than to most Swedes I know. Still, when it

comes to political ideology or sexual morality, both our intellectual

and emotional reactions are entirely different. Hence, my definition

of culture would be close to that of Clifford Geertz, who has defined

this devious concept as “webs of significance in which humans are

suspended”.48 There are threads of meaning among which we dwell

as cultural beings. Amid the flux of experiences, we use these threads

to interpret and express, through acts of mind and body, that which

we are subjected to.

To continue the Geertzian metaphor, I see the Islamic religion of

my informants as a pattern in the web of meaning. It is an aspect

of their culture insofar as it, like all culture, provides tools for inter-

pretation and expression of experience. As with other seemingly com-

prehensive forms of culture, I do not see their religion as a fixed

and definable category. It is held together only inasmuch as those

who practice it perceive it in such a way, but as an analytic cate-

gory I do not consider it definable or demarcated enough.

It is from this cultural and religious toolbox, then, that the infor-

mants choose the ways by which they construe their lives in general

48 Here Geertz falls back on Max Weber. Geertz 1973: 5.
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and their ritual activity in particular. But unlike most non-ritualised

actions, such as driving one’s car or eating an ice-cream, rituals also

have a predefined meaning which the informants receive from the

religious authorities and which they have to relate to. This makes

ritualised activity, in the context of my informants, different from

most other forms of action. Humphrey and Laidlaw have rightly

pointed out that the actors of ritual activity, because of this prede-

finition, both are, and are not, the authors of their acts.49

As I see it, then, another level of ritual meaning needs to be added

to the above-mentioned levels of embodied and self-referential mean-

ing. This is the predefined meaning provided by religious authorities.

Borrowing the terminology of Roy Rappaport, I choose to label this

level of meaning as canonical.50 It is a level of meaning which is not

determined by the participants themselves and which is less flexible

than their individual interpretations. Furthermore, it is, in the case

of my informants, a level which does not necessarily have to be com-

prehended or approved, but which they have to relate to when they

formulate the meanings of their ritual activity to an outsider.

It has not been the purpose of the present study to construct a

coherent and generalised theory of ritual.51 Rather, I like to see the

remarks I have made in this final chapter as a declaration of the

viewpoint that I have developed while approaching the group of

politically oriented Iranian Shi'ite Muslims whom this study has been

about. In this approach I have concured with Bell’s call for a con-

textualisation of ritual.52 Inspired by her and other prominent ritual

theorists I have defined ritualisation as the construction of otherness

in human activity. The more or less ritualised acts find their mean-

ing on several different levels simultaneously. I have argued that

49 Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 5.
50 Rappaport 1999: 52–53.
51 Many of the ritual theorists, whom I have been inspired by (i.e. Bell, Humphrey,

Laidlaw and Rappaport) have generalist ambitions in their discussions on ritual
which they can be criticised for. Humphrey and Laidlaw, for instance, have been
criticised for trying to form a universal theory of ritual based on the study of a
very liturgy oriented Jainist puja. It has been argued that many rituals which are
more focused on performance, such as various rituals of obsession, are excluded 
in their understanding. See, for instance, Schieffelin 1998: 194 and Stausberg 
2002: 25.

52 Bell 1992: 141.
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embodied, self-referential and canonical meanings all need to be

brought into consideration if the ritualised expressions and experi-

ences of my informants are to be properly depicted and understood.

I have chosen to use the term ritualisation because I have found

it suitable for describing the ritual practices of my informants in two

ways. Firstly, it helps to underscore that activities other than those

intuitively labelled as ritual can be charged with the otherness char-

acteristic of ritual activity. Secondly, it hints that there is a creative

and constructive aspect in ritual. Ritualisation, then, is the creation

of otherness and ritualised activity helps construct structures and

frames of interpretation which form the ways in which we experi-

ence and construe reality. In the chapters of this study, I have

exemplified how the ritualisation in the lives of my informants con-

tributes to their construction and construal of authority, body and

emotion.

The Purposes and Meanings of Ritualisation—Conclusions

What, then, are the purposes and meanings of ritualisation in the

lives and experiences of my informants? The first answer is that there

does not, necessarily, have to be any verbalised meanings in ritual.

As a mode of activity, ritualised behaviour may have embodied mean-

ings which elude definition. The ascribed meaning of a ritual act is

one aspect of that act and not the singular cause of it. And just like

the other aspects—bodily movements, words, emotions, spiritual expe-

riences—the verbalised meaning cannot by itself explain the overall

meaning of a ritualised activity. Indeed, it does not necessarily have

to be a part of it at all.

Yet, even if we focus upon the verbalised aspect of meaning the

answer has to be that there is no one meaning or purpose in the rit-

ualised activities of the informants. The ritualisation of everyday life,

which they are so devoted to, is a creative and inventive activity

insofar as it involves finding methods and meanings which corre-

spond to one’s own individual needs and ends. These individual rit-

ual meanings of the individual informants are not coherent or

homogenous even though they belong to a seemingly close knit and

clearly defined religious conservative group. Rituals have many mean-

ings simultaneously and different meanings for different people. The

personal interpretations of the meaning and purpose of the rituals,
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therefore, also vary significantly between the different informants.

The rituals which help Jamie deal with his loss, for instance, enable

Amir to focus on his studies, Mosta'àr to endure his poverty and

'Ali Bakhtiàri to overcome his depression. On this level the mean-

ing of ritualisation is clearly self-referential.

At the same time there are canonical meanings pertaining to the

various rituals and ritualisations. The methods and meanings, which

the informants utilise, are picked from a defined repertoire of canon-

ical meanings and methods. These canonical meanings are brought

from the richness of Islamic tradition and are by no means entirely

homogeneous. In the present community, however, they are most

apparently available in the lectures and lamentations and are pre-

sented there in a somewhat coherent way. The informants often refer

to these canonical interpretations. What parts of the understanding

they refer to, however, varies considerably, and therefore the canon-

ical understanding can be seen as a toolbox from which the infor-

mants may pick whatever ideas they need in their own personal

situations. The cases of Jamie and the other informants illustrate

how a group of seemingly homogeneous individuals may relate and

act independently in relation to the canonical messages of their com-

munity. These individuals use rituals and different canonical inter-

pretations to the extent they need them and their personal belief

systems need not be entirely coherent with the canonical theology.

Instead, the rituals get their meaning through their applicability and

relevance in the particular life situations. The theological ideas and

rituals, as the case of Jamie clearly shows, become important only

when they have immediate relevance in personal experiences, when

they can help to deal with experience, help to explain, formulate,

understand or control it. Canonical concepts, ideas and rituals are

used as tools, and when these tools no longer have the desired effect

they can be reinterpreted or abandoned. The canonical messages,

and indeed the whole social environment focused on in this study

should be seen as a provider of tools, which can be used according

to the personal preferences of individuals, rather than as something

which defines these preferences.

To put it concisely, one overall conclusion of this study is that

there is indeed meaning in the ritualised activity of the informants

but that this meaning is created through a complex exchange between

bodily experience, self-referential reflection and assimilated canoni-

cal interpretation. Meanings are bound to the different life situations
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of the individuals who hold them and may, as some of the cases of

this study clearly illustrate, change dramatically with the passing of

time.

The rituals can be charged with different meanings and purposes.

Through rituals different ways of behaviour and modes of interpre-

tation can be constructed. In the different chapters of this study, I

have shown some effects that the ritualisation in the life of my infor-

mants has created. The different chapters have their own conclu-

sions and much has therefore already been said that otherwise would

have been suitable to bring up in a concluding chapter such as this.

However, in the following I will very briefly present five conclusions

regarding the ritual constructions that I have discussed in this study.

1. The Unity of Experience

A third conclusion is that ritualisation contributes to the construc-

tion of unity. It would be misleading to discuss the different aspects

of the informants’ experience as separate and clear-cut entities. Body

and mind, politics and spirituality, communal and individual ideas,

all interact in the web of experience that form our lives. In the case

of the informants, these connections are obvious and striking. In their

experience, the bodily sensation of pressing one’s forehead against

the prayer stone is linked to the political ideology of Khomeynist

Islamism; as the everyday struggle against personal anxiety is related

to the fate of 'Ali and his descendants in the 7th century; or as the

sexual frustration of being young and unmarried in a world of temp-

tations is connected to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. There are no

distinct boundaries between experiences, whether they are bodily,

spiritual, emotional or intellectual. They all make up the flux that

humans have to relate to and somehow deal with. When the authori-

sation process strengthens the community through rituals, it does so

by approaching the human experience as a whole. Body, emotion,

thought and spirituality are addressed simultaneously. People are

asked to cry and thereby to protest against the United States and

Israel, to support the regime and thereby to come to terms with

their own sorrows, to mourn their lost relatives and thereby to come

to know God. In the canonical ideology of the lectures and lamen-

tations, and indeed in mainstream Islamic tradition as such, this idea

of unicity of experience is nothing new. As expressed through the

central concept of towhid it constitutes a fundamental principle in
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Islamic thought. The Islamic project has, in Muslim understanding,

been a project of making one, of creating unity from the time of

Mohammad: the unity of God reflected in the unity of the Muslim

omma and of human experience as such. What I have tried to show

is that this understanding of self can also be appreciated from an

outsider’s non-confessional and analytical point of view. The rituals

contribute to the construction of an experience of unity.

2. The Authority of Emotion

The first conclusion is that the rituals of emotion constitute a cen-

tral component in the authorisation process of the community in

focus. They thereby contribute to the construction of authority. Victor

Turner claimed that rituals have to involve both politics, i.e. social

structure and legitimacy, and emotional and existential needs in order

to be effective.53 The sorrow gatherings portrayed here are clear

examples of rituals which involve all these components. It is my con-

clusion that the bridge between personal sorrow and political author-

ity, which they make up, becomes an important factor in the

authorisation process of the community. I have shown how ritualised

crying is appreciated, encouraged and promoted by the regime and

by mosque authorities. The message of the lectures and lamenta-

tions, which was discussed in chapter 4, clearly show this. Ritualised

crying in the community is a social act which communicates affinity

and kinship with the objects of sorrow and with the other mourn-

ers and which thus strengthens the communal feeling of belonging

together. In the political environment of the mosque, where the

authority of the Ahl-e beyt is so strongly connected to the authority

of the 'olamà and the present regime, ritualised crying becomes a

symbol of support for the present state of affairs, rather than an

expression of discontentment. Therefore the ritualised emotions of

my informants are rightly seen as a part of the authorisation process.

These rituals construct an acknowledgment of authority.

3. The Embodiment of Authority

Furthermore, the rituals contribute to the construction of embodied

authority. Authority, that is power experienced as legitimate, is created

53 Hylland Eriksen 2000: 241.
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in a process of embodiment. By this I mean that the process of

authorisation in the chosen community connects embodied experi-

ences with socially conveyed canonical ideas. The clearest example

of this is emotions which are experienced as bodily and which cause

the body to change but which, all the same, become expressions in

support of authority. Authority is not just intellectually accepted and

obeyed but is also undeniably, emotional and physical. The infor-

mants’ physical and emotional experience in ritual activity is clear

evidence for this. The rituals contribute to the construction of embod-

ied authority.

4. The Borders of the Community

Another conclusion is that the experienced unity within the com-

munity may create clear-cut borders towards other communities and

groups in the Iranian society. As long as authority is accepted, force

and persuasion are not necessary and thus invisible to the infor-

mants. As soon as one chooses to question or leave the community,

however, these adjoining means of power implementation quickly

become evident. Jamie’s story is a striking example of how things

may turn out. His choice to display discontentment with the views

and ways of the community resulted in immediate repression which

forced him to retract his criticism and pretend to comply with the

views of the authorities. The informants may choose to stay within

the community and adjust to whatever they find there for their own

needs and desires, or choose to leave and face repression. Power in

the community, it seems, is invisible until it is questioned. The rit-

uals contribute to the construction of community borders.

5. The Individual as an Independent Agent

Ritualisation constructs independent agents. There is a paradox in

the culture of my informants. As individuals they are subordinated

in a collective system of thought and action through a process of

authorisation. In this process they are connected to their commun-

ity, not only in terms of thoughts and opinions, but also through

their emotions in a physical and bodily way. In the same process

through which they are bound to their community, however, they are

also given the ritual and interpretative tools that enable them to deal

with their lives independently. Therefore the process of ritualisation
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can be compared to a process of creating, not just understanding

and meaning, but also independent agency.54

Life Goes on . . .

So ends the story of Jamie, Mosta'àr, 'Ali Bakhtiàri, Mohammad

Mahdi and Amir. For a few years I have had the opportunity to

follow their lives from time to time. It has been a privilege. Since

my last visit in May 2002 I have received and written a few letters

to some of them. The letters I have received have been brief, mostly

polite standard formulations and exhortations that I have to send a

copy of my book, as soon as it is finished.

However, I have not heard from Jamie. One of the last times I

met him in Iran we switched roles and he interviewed me. He asked

me about my ideas about Iran, Islam and religion in general. At

that time his own position was definite in its denial of the author-

ities and we laughed about the title he had suggested for my study:

The craziest, most illogical and religious country in the whole world. After

that occasion we met a few times for social reasons but never spoke

again about the matters of the study. Jamie went on with his life,

consolidating the extremes of his new ideological orientation I sup-

pose, finding new strategies to deal with it.

The last time I met Mosta'àr, he was absorbed in his duties at

the madrese. As usual there were many people around him, other tol-
làb and colleagues always busy with their dealings but never busy

enough to be prevented from drinking a cup of tea with the visit-

ing Swede. At that time Mosta'àr said a few words, which he wanted

me to quote in my book. Apparently, he saw them as a summary

of his religious thoughts, which he wished to convey to the western

readers of this study. The words that he told me concerned the

necessity to contemplate one’s life:

Think about where we have come from, where we are, and where we
are going! What is our responsibility in this world? How are we different

54 This duality has also been discussed by others. Judith Butler, for instance,
labels it the paradox of subjectivation. See, for instance, Butler 1993: 15 and
Mahmood 2001b: 210. 
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from animals? Humans should not spend their lives hunting for food
and material things only. The status of humans is really high!55

I suppose these concluding words of Mosta'àr reflect his idea about

the problems of the western world; they are a final effort to convey

something about his conviction to the imagined audience of my

readers. However, maybe his words also reflect his own struggle.

Throughout the period of this study Mosta'àr has had to deal with

his own poverty, finding financial resources to marry and to support

his family. For him, the struggle for food and material things is not

an abstract but an everyday experience, and Islam, as I see it, is

also a method for him to cope with this. It directs his attention to

other aspects of reality and perhaps calms the frustration. Mosta'àr’s
poverty was there when I first met him, it was there when we bid

each other farewell for the last time on a sunny afternoon in 2002,

and I suppose it will be there, more or less, throughout his life. He

will have to find ways to deal with it. In this respect I do not envy

him.

'Ali Bakhtiàri was full of optimism and dreams for the future when

we parted for the last time. He had plans to become a politician as

soon as he had finished his studies. “I am good at speaking, I can

defend people, I can defend their rights”,56 he told me and revealed

that he hoped to become a member of parliament in the future.

Sitting in the ramshackle room that is 'Ali’s home, his dreams seemed

very optimistic to me. But no matter how realistic his future plans

may be, there is no doubt that it was a changed 'Ali Bakhtiàri that

I left after four years of friendship. Instead of the depressed and

quiet man whom I had once come to know, there now was a confident

and career-oriented basij with high hopes for the future. I have a

strong impression that 'Ali really has managed to come to terms

with his problems. No doubt he experiences his religious fervour to

be the cause of this and from what I have seen during these years

there is nothing that refutes such a conclusion. Before I left him he

gave me a kefie, the characteristic scarf worn by the basij, as a part-

ing gift. Although I would wear such a garment because of the polit-

ical statement that it entails, I took it as a token of his appreciation

of our friendship. He will find his way.

55 Mosta'àr, April 24th, 2002. 
56 'Ali Bakhtiàri, May 5th, 2002.
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As for Mohammad Mahdi, I suppose his life as a father and Koran

teacher will go on as it did during the time of this study. The last

time I saw him we spoke about the Iranian situation, the progress

of the reformists in politics and increasing social problems. “If they

could just listen”, Mohammad told me then. “Our leader has ordered

people to fight against the social differences among people, poverty

and corruption. Money is spent without reason and he has ordered

it to stop . . . but they do not listen and it will get worse.”57 Mohammad

Mahdi will continue his life struggling against societal change through

his teaching, and as Iranian society changes, I assume he will also

find strategies to deal with it, in his own way.

Finally, I left Amir in a completely different situation. Young, tal-

ented and ambitious as he is, his life has an abundance of possibil-

ities. At that time he was about to take admission exams to enter

university. Before I left we spoke a great deal about him visiting me

in Sweden, and unlike the other informants, such a venture would

not be entirely impossible for Amir. When I last saw him he had

abandoned the religious life style he had when we first met. He had

come to terms with the problems that previously bothered him and

redefined what it means to be a good Muslim. To have a sharp

mind, to be focused, successful and self controlled, that is what Islam

had come to be about in Amir’s new situation. I do not doubt that

he will succeed with whatever he chooses to do.

New situations bring about new definitions and new ways. Five

individuals, when I found them for a while united—by their choice

of mosque, their life style and their zealousness—and now, only a

few years later, scattered like reeds shaken by the wind. That is what

it is like, I suppose, to practice a religious tradition: ups and downs,

comings and goings in a constant struggle of definition and redefinition,

discovering new methods to deal with experience. The struggle goes

on, of course, for me and for the others: Jamie, Mosta'àr, 'Ali,

Mohammad and Amir—finding their way through the flux.

57 Mohammad Mahdi, May 1st, 2002.
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REFERENCES

Unpublished Sources

Structured interviews

1999
August 8th, Amir, Esfahàn.
August 19th, Ayatollàh Tàheri, Esfahàn.
August 26th, Amir, Esfahàn.
September 2nd, Jamie, Esfahàn.
September 12th, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.

2000
April 4th, Jamie, Esfahàn.
April 15th, Jamie, Esfahàn.
April 15th, 'Ali Bakhtiyàri, Esfahàn.
April 22nd, Mosta'àr, Esfahàn.
April 24th, 'Ali Bakhtiyàri, home village.
April 27th, Jamie, Esfahàn.
April 27th, Amir, Esfahàn.

2001
May 1st, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.
May 5th, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.
May 11th, Amir, Esfahàn.
May 11th, 'Ali Bakhtiyàri, Esfahàn.
May 12th, 'Ali Bakhtiyàri, Esfahàn.
May 14th, Mosta'àr, Esfahàn.
May 15th, Mosta'àr, Esfahàn.
May 17th, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.
May 18th, Mosta'àr, Esfahàn.
May 21st, 'Ali Bakhtiyàri, Esfahàn.
May 23rd, Jamie, Esfahàn.
May 24th, Mohamad Mahdi, Qom.
May 25th, Mohamad Mahdi, Qom.
May 26th, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.
May 26th, Jamie, Esfahàn.
May 28th, Jamie, Esfahàn.
May 31st, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.

2002
April 4th, Amir, Esfahàn.
April 22nd, Amir, Esfahàn.
April 23rd, Mosta'àr, Esfahàn.
April 24th, Mosta'àr, Esfahàn.
April 28th, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.
April 29th, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.
April 30th, Amir, Esfahàn.
May 1st, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.



May 2nd, Jamie, Esfahàn.
May 5th, Mohamad Mahdi, Esfahàn.
May 5th, 'Ali Bakhtiyàri, Esfahàn.

Lamentations

1999
July 8th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
July 15th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
July 22nd, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
July 29th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
August 5th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
August 12th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
August 12th, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.
August 19th, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.
August 23rd, Shahàdat-e Zahrà, lamentation in connection to lecture.
August 23rd, Shahàdat-e Zahrà, rowze-meetings in the mosque.
August 25th, Shahàdat-e Zahrà, lamentation in connection to lecture.
August 26th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
August 26th, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.
September 2nd, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
September 2nd, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.
September 4th, ordinary, rowze-meetings in the mosque.

2000
March 2nd, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
March 9th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
March 16th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
March 23rd, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
March 30th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 6th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 19th, month of Moharam, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 20th, month of Moharam and Thursday night, lamentation in connection to

lecture.
April 20th, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.
April 21st, month of Moharam, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 22nd, month of Moharam, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 26th, month of Moharam, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 27th, month of Moharam and Thursday night, lamentation in connection to

lecture.
April 27th, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.
April 28th, month of Moharam, lamentation in connection to lecture.

2001
February 23rd, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
March 2nd, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 12th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
April 19th, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
May 3rd, Thursday night, lamentation in connection to lecture.
May 8th, month of Safar, rowze-meetings in the mosque.
May 9th, month of Safar, rowze-meetings in the mosque.
May 13th, small-scale private rowze-meetings.
May 16th, month of Safar, rowze-meetings in the mosque.
May 17th, month of Safar, rowze-meetings in the mosque.
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May 17th, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.
May 20th, small-scale private rowze-meetings.
May 22nd, month of Safar, rowze-meetings in the mosque.
May 31st, Thursday night, Do'à-ye Komeyl.

2002
April 26th, month of Safar, rowze-meetings in the mosque.

Lectures

1999
July 8th, Thursday night.
July 15th, Thursday night.
July 22nd, Thursday night.
July 29th, Thursday night.
August 5th, Thursday night.
August 12th, Thursday night.
August 23rd, Shahàdat-e Zahrà.
August 23rd, Shahàdat-e Zahrà.
August 25th, Shahàdat-e Zahrà.
August 26th, Thursday night.
September 2nd, Thursday night.

2000
March 2nd, Thursday night.
March 9th, Thursday night.
March 16th, Thursday night.
March 23rd, Thursday night.
March 30th, Thursday night.
April 6th, Thursday night.
April 19th, month of Moharam.
April 20th, month of Moharam.
April 21st, month of Moharam.
April 22nd, month of Moharam.
April 26th, month of Moharam.
April 27th, month of Moharam.
April 28th, month of Moharam.

2001
February 23rd, Thursday night.
March 2nd, Thursday night.
April 12th, Thursday night.
April 19th, Thursday night.
May 3rd, Thursday night.

2002
April 25th, month of Safar.
April 26th, month of Safar.

Texts
Text written by 'Ali Bakhtiyàri, 2001.
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