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Between Politics and Knowledge

From Early Shiite Discourse in Medina to Today’s Shi’ism in

Najaf and Qom

Abdolmajeed Moballeghi

The aim of this paper is to demonstrate, firstly, how the Shiite
political discourse appeared in the city of Kufa and in the land of
Karbala during the era of the first three Imams of Shi’a and, secondly,
how, after that, a new knowledge-based discourse emerged in
Medina and it could, relying on theoretical potential of the two
disciplines of Islamic theology and jurisprudence, promote the Shi'a
"religious identity" and its "group stability". Finally, in order to
conclude, the relations between these two discourses with
contemporary Shi'a is discussed. The paper consists of an
introduction, two central parts and a final section.

This paper is based on the support of the National Research Program entitled
"Promotion of Humanities" (Tarhe-e Melli-e E'tela-e Uloome-e Ensani) in the
"Institute of Humanities and Cultural Studies" in Iran entitled "Historical Interaction
Between the Seminary and the Humanities" and all rights belong to this project
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Introduction

One of the most serious ways to understand contemporary Shi’ism is to
approach the roots of its discourse in the eras of the Imams (from the
7th to the 10th centuries) mainly in the city of Medina. This approach
gives us the chance to recognize a chain of contingencies which has led
to the emergence of historical Shi’ism we know it today. It should be
noted that through historical discourse analysis we have the chance to
distinguish potentials and capabilities within Shi’ism which play a role in
creating the futures of current Shiite discourse both in Najaf and Qom.

This paper will examine two early Shiite central discourses in the era of
the Imams: first Shi’a discourse (from the era of Imam Ali era to the
revenge movements after Ashura tragedy) and second Shi’a discourse
(mostly in the era of Imam Sajjad and Sadiqain’s era). The first discourse,
at least symbolically, can be linked to the city of Kufa and the land of
Karbala, while the second discourse was formed mainly during the
Sadiqain’s era in the city of Medina. The former represented the intrinsic
Shiite orientation to politics, and the latter represented a significand
historical attempt to identify Shi’a, based on the creation of “a special
theological and jurisprudential knowledge”.

The methodology used in this article is discourse. Discourse
methodology is one of the postmodern theoretical approaches which
tries to determine how elements of a specific discourse are tied together
in order to produce a specific meaning. This methodology, as Michel
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Foucault's works show, also aims at discovering the archeological roots
and genealogical background of different discourses. Using discourse
methodology, hopefully, will enable us to take a step toward explaining
relations between power and knowledge within Shiite discourses.

From Kufa to Karbala: A discourse for political change

A kind of Shi’ism leading to the Islamic republic of Iran (founded in 1979)
and developments since then in Qom carry special historical elements
and enjoy specific roots in a particular element of Shiite history. This can
be termed the “political discourse from the era of Imam Ali era to the
revenge movements after Ashura tragedy”. This section of the paper
explains this discourse in early Shi’a.

The three first Shi'a Imams (Imam Ali, Imam Hasan and Imam Hussein)
attempted to take part in politics. Their approach was not limited to the
community of Shiites but all people in the growing Islamic empire. Each
of the three first Imams, in accordance with the circumstances of their
times, pursued this goal. Imam Ali established a government that had a
reformist approach to the experience of the caliphate before him.1
Imam Hasan signed a peace treaty with Mu'awiya under special
conditions and on specific terms,2 including the transfer of power from
Mu'awiya to Ahlul Bayt after his death. And Imam Hussein fought Yazid,
son of Mu'awiya after it became clear that the Umayyah government
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was supposed to continue.3 This war led to his bravely martyrdom in
Karbala. In all three of these approaches, Shi'i interests were pursued
politically and in connection with the idea of changing the entire society.
Political activism can be seen in these three periods. In all of them we
face a situation associated with political change at the macro level of the
Islamic society. Another important issue is the presence of Imam at the
center of all of this three actions. These two features, centrality of Imams
and political activism, formed the most important pillars of the first Shiite
discourse.

The tragedy of Karbala aimed both of these principles. During it, the
central point of Shi’a, Imamate, was targeted. Also what happened in
Karbala meant that Shi’a political activism was suppressed in the worst
possible way. Accordingly, the Karbala should be considered as the
burning point for Shi’a. Naturally, no response could be expected from
the Shiites except the desire for revenge on Shi’a enemies. In practice,
various revenge movements were also launched, and different groups of
Shiites formed rebellions.4 However, these movements were not
supported by Imam Sajjad, the son of Imam Hussein and fourth Imam of
the Shiites.5 But since the concept of revenge was very serious in the
minds of the Shiites, this approach did not seem to be enough to prevent
the community.
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Some Shiite movements, whose primary purpose was revenge, quickly
emerged. These movements tried to eliminate the rule of Yazid; a great
and far-reaching goal that the forces and strength of these movements
were not enough to achieve. For this reason, it can be claimed, the strong
desire for revenge was itself an existential threat to Shi'a. It was quite
possible that efforts by Shiite movements to eliminate enemies had a
reversal effect and, as a result of the spread of the struggle, could
concentrate more violence towards the Shiites. Meanwhile, this should
also be taken into account that after Karbala Shi'a did not yet have a
strong structure and was not organized as a specific minority. Neither its
jurisprudential codes was separated from Sunnis, nor was its theological
fundamentals capable to form distinct lines of differences with the
majority population of the Islamic world.

Karbala was a turning point for the transfer of the first Shiite discourse
to the Second Shi’a discourse. With the formation of the second Shiite
discourse in the city of Medina, new conditions for the Shiite emerged.
The next section is dedicated to explaining this discourse.

Medina: A discourse for self-identification

In this section of the paper we make an effort to illustrate another main
mode of Shiite discourse - which is rooted in Imam Sajjad’s era and
reaches its fullest development in “Sadiqgain era”, (namely the mid-8th
century and the leadership of Imam Bagir and Imam Sadiq).

The time was not only important for the Shiites; it was also a period of
great political change from the Umayyads to the Abbasids; it was a
difficult time for all Muslims. Politics was harsh and rapidly changing in
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this period. But it seemed the problem was even for the Shiites more
serious than others. The Abbasids used slogans that could be related
easily to Shiite concerns.6 They aimed, relying on these slogans, to
overthrow the Umayyads.

Shiite discourse during the Sadiqgain’s era in the city of Medina reacted
to this situation. Based on this reaction, we can identify this discourse
with its important historical feature: directing the growing desire for
political activism in Shi'a after Karbala in favor of intra-group
concentration rather than an outside-oriented approach. This approach
was realized in a discursive articulation that made it possible to transfer
Shi'a political identity to Shi'a religious identity. Indeed Shiite discourse
in Medina was able to organize this historical transition based on the
establishment and expansion of Shiite knowledge. This knowledge
contained both theological and jurisprudential concepts. It guaranteed
for Shi’a an independent identity as a minority in the religion of Islam. It
helped Shi’a not only to be existed but also to be remained forever. This
theological and jurisprudential aspects of knowledge was not in
opposition to the Shi'a political attitudes in the previous era, but rather
gave them a new meaning. The goal was to keep the political activism in
“the minds of Shiites” alive in a way that it would not lead to a dangerous
struggle in the “real world” outside the minds.

The Shi’a discourse in Medina provided a sort of Shi’a theology and
jurisprudence by which the meaning of being Shi'a was defined and re-
formulated. To do this it introduced or redefined important concepts like
Taqiya, ‘Ismah and Intizar. The special articulation of these concepts
together and around the central and crucial concept of Imamate formed
a chain of implications and thoughts within the framework of this
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discourse that functioned in this way. In contrast to the last efforts of the
previous discourse of Shi’a, that focused on toward political activism as
a reaction to the tragedy of Karbala, the Shi’a discourse in Medina was
not leading Shi’a toward "the final battle between good and evil," but
rather it leaded Shi’a toward preparation and readiness for this final
battle ‘in the minds of Shiites’. In other words, this discourse did not
focus on practical and actual steps to realizing the ultimate promised
struggle, but rather it focused on systematic thinking and speaking about
it. Being engaged in such thinking and speaking on a daily basis, and not
acting accordingly, enabled Shi’a to justify and strengthen its identity as
a religious minority that have some special radical aims to change the
situation without being involved with dangers acts to make this change
realized. Thus it put this sect in a position of gradual stabilization and
self-identification. The result was Political quietism, or the act of
withdrawal form political affairs, in Medina and during the Sadiqain era.
A doctrine that, in one hand, reduced the practical struggle of the Shiites
with the majority Sunnis and, in other hand and at the same time,
increased their mental resistance to the Sunnis.

Here's an important question: How did the Shi’a discourse in Medina
succeed in forming this two-lawyer policy and then persuading its
followers to adhere to it? The followers who, because of the tragedy of
Karbala, were keen on real revenge, and not on mental focus on the
problem. The answer lies in the important concepts used by Shi’a
discourse of Sadigain in Medina: Taqiya (denial of religious belief and
practice), ‘Ismah (infallibility of Imams) and Intizar (waiting for the last
Imam).

Before examining concepts three concepts, it is essential to pay attention
to their position in the Shi’a discourse of Medina. These concepts were
articulated around the central concept of Imamate. In this way, they
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formed the Shiite understanding of the world within a special orbit of
meanings. By participating in an articulation with the central concept of
Imamate, they created a unique arrangement that resulted a unique
approach in Medina: political quietism of Shi’a at the time of presence
Imams. It can also be defined as practical withdrawal form political
affaires along with mental and ideological preparation for political
intervention. To understand this, it is needed to explain the implications
and meanings of these three concepts in the Shiite Medina discourse.

1. Intizar:

Intizar means waiting for a promised last Imam from the Ahl al-Bayt who
is expected to bring justice to the world. According to some hadiths from
the prophet, the name of this great Imam is Mehdi; a man who will raise
the flag of the Islam again and will be able to bring back finally the
religion of Islam into its right direction. The concept of Intizar was
formulated within the discourse of Medina in a special way. The tragedy
of Karbala had made political activism popular and widespread in Shi’a.
The concept of Intizar played a vital role in guiding and channeling this
strong tendency in Shi'ism towards a more subjective and mental
approach, rather than an objective and actual one7.

According to several hadiths the advent of Imam Mahdi will lead at the
final defeat of enemies of Shi’a and after that “He will fill the earth with
fairness and justice as it was filled with oppression and injustice”.s Also
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according to some other hadiths the advent of the Imam Mahdi was
expected at any moment.®

Based on a significant number of these hadiths that were presented by
the Imams during the Sadigain era and afterwards, a special
understanding of Intizar was formed. Therefore, the important religious
duty of the Shiites was defined to stay ready on a daily basis for that great
moment. In this way, this religious task, which had a mental aspect,
replaced external possible acts to fight against Shiite enemies. In other
words Shiites based on commitment to the concept of Intizar, in practice,
accepted the necessity of withdrawal from political struggles, while
mentally and spiritually, decided to keep themselves ready and prepare
for the return of the last, and hidden, Imam.

2. Taqlya:

Another important concept in the Shi’a discourse during the Sadagin era
in Madina was Taqgiya. Tagiya can be defined as purposefully lying or
misrepresenting your beliefs when there is danger of loss of life. Imams
not only wanted their followers to practice Taqiya, but also strongly
condemned those followers who not respect it. Through this coherent
approach by the Imams after the martyrdom of Imam Hussein ‘Tagiya
became an important part of the Shiite religious life.10 It helped Shi’a to
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survive as a minority under pressure in its most difficult time and
situations.

Here is a significant question about the possibility of approaching
Tagiyah in Shi’a. One can ask how Shi’a discourse in Medina could use
Taqiya as a tool to protect the community. The question relates to this
point that Taqiya can be seen as the acceptance of duplicity which
appeared to be incompatible with a believer’s righteousness and
“taqwa ”. The answer is that within the Shi'a discourse in this politically
hazardous time, the mental positions had gained more importance
rather that external positions. For Shiite of the era of Sadigain and
afterwards loyalty was considered to be an internal belief rather than an
external behavior. It was important to believe in heart, even though this
belief, particularly in dangerous situations, would not appeared in
practice. This faith could ensure Shi’a continuity, while dangerous
actions in the real world could create a difficult situation for the Shiites.
Therefore, Taqiyyah, like Intizar, reinforced the desire for political
guietism and subjectivism in Shi'a instead of political activism and
objectivism.

3. ‘Ismah:

But still there is a question to be asked: how did the Imams succeed in
persuading their followers to think in one way and to act in a different
way? The answer can be found in the function of another important
concept in this discourse: ‘Ismah or Infallibility of Imams. ‘Ismah can be
defined the immunity of Imams from committing sin or doing wrong.
Accordingly, based on the Shi’a doctrine of ‘Ismah, whatever Imams do
or call other to do is absolutely correct. Therefore hadiths and practices
of infallible Imams carries the ultimate credit that is needed for
conveying the messages of God and “protecting its religion” on the face
of earth. Due to the infallibility of Imams it was considered absolutely

10
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essential for all their Shiite followers to obey them without doubts about
the validity of these teachings.11 This concept played an important role
in shaping the Shi’a discourse in Medina, because it stabilized Imam's
centrality and supremacy in the structure of the Shi'a Pyramid and led to
the unconditional acceptance of Imams’ policies as sacred and religious
duties of Shiites.

This three main concepts gave a special meaning to Imamate. This
process realized within theoretical disciplines of Shiite jurisprudence and
theology. The Shiite theology, or ‘Ilm al-Kalam, could provide a
theoretical and philosophical context which led to an approach to these
conceptsi2 and the Shiite jurisprudence, or 'llm al-figh, created a
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religious and ritual mechanism that led to the implementation and
continuation of these concepts in the Shiite lifestyle.13 In fact this
jurisprudential and theological mechanisms could develop a special Shi'i
language within which important concepts of Taqiya, ‘Ismah and Intizar
produced significant implications that helped shi’a as a minority group to
overcome the critical crises of the transition time from the era Umayyads
to the era of Abbasids. In surface this language avoided politics, but it
was deeply political in its institution. It tried to find a new battleground
for fighting Shiite enemies. This new battleground was in the minds of
the Shiites instead of the physical battlefields in which man can only use
his sword.14 In this way, the Shiites, in the most difficult time, found a
unigue advantage for survival and even development: the continuous
strengthening of their identity as components of a coherent group of
minority in a situation where others were engaged in harsh and physical
conflicts.

In this framework Shiite knowledge that emerged in the city of Medina
and during the time of Sadigain constructed via an articulation of these
notions together and with the centrality of the notion of Imamat . This
special knowledge not only gave this group a theological and
jurisprudential identity, but more or less established its position in
Islamic society as a distinct minority. In fact, with the spread of
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theological and jurisprudential achievements of the Shiites during the
time of Sadigain in Medina, a more stable identity of the Shi'a was
formed in the society, and it became possible for it to continue as a
religious group with its special distinctiveness.

The emergence of this central discourse in Shi'a was due to the continued
presence of Shi'i Imams in the city of Medina and the formation of a
special Shiite jurisprudential school in that city. The advent of the city of
Medina as a cradle for Shi'i knowledge in the era of the Imams was
related to the capabilities of this city in the field of Hadith and its related
knowledge too. The Medina Hadith School, as a significant tradition in
the early centuries of Islam, was representing a chain of continuous
efforts almost from the time of the Prophet of Islam until the second and
then the third centuries of Islam. The Shiites used this thriving hadith
atmosphere to grow their independent identity under the authority of
the Sadigain and other Imams in Medina and to form Shi'a as a separate
school of thought along with other schools in that city. In this way,
Medina during the Sadigain’s era found vital importance in relation to
the establishment a new basement for Shi’a.

The presence of Shi’a discourses in our time

The distinguishing characteristic of Shi’a in Medina during the Sadigain’s
era was in its more quietist approach toward politics and its
requirements while the distinguishing characteristic of Shi’a in Kufa and
Karbala during the era of first three imams was its approach to creating
a massive political change across the Muslim world. According to this,
the first Shi’a was political-based and the second one was a knowledge-
based. In other words politics was the mechanism of social
transformation in the first Shiite discourse, while knowledge was the
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mechanism for expanding intra-group identity in the second Shi’a
discourse.

Shi’a could, via Sadiqain’s era, provide some sort of religious knowledge
basement that led to the promotion of its possibilities for continuity and
stability. Indeed, from a historical viewpoint, Shi’a have been mainly
influenced by the Sadigain knowledge-based discourse of Medina. The
Najaf seminary of today can be described as a result of the development
of this discourse. However, during the supremacy of Sadiqain discourse,
the potential for a more political discourse was always possible. The
success of Islamic revolution, in an important sense of the word,
demonstrates the fullest realization of Shiite resistance to the Sadigain
discourse of Medina.

References:

1404 il e o pelaall Bl oyl asSle 3 O =g o5 sl ol

s 2l Relall e sV 5l iy s et et G o sl 1 et o dama sl ¢ 35S 2l
1411

1410 (0sln Jo damee @l siin) acadadl oSOl s s 0 (oS Olidal tdass o dazes s
(1990)

(1986) 1407 eﬁ.ﬂjb\) ZQ)J:..: 44.:[.@‘ 9 ;Ju.“ ‘J:.?S U"‘

1974 Sle slaall odeWl ans go 25 O3V Ol o o el €05,300

14



University ( f
of Colagne  “Uggaset

S i) adadl CaJls 1 g cam 2l o bo it 4 e 5o pll RS o el Sl e
1405 (s Jo doms

1414 505 o5 Dl (D31 LY (9) ool T e il il o Jole >

(ot DS s 1 o (ol ) s e st S U el dass ]
1987

1410 w05 Olhslan] s so oo Sl sl 3 LIl i o o () (o) o5 0 iy 3
Sy i o shall ey Gl damn Aol G (LA e g ey dame (el D) Gk e
1966 (gndas 5 & sl Lol

G g 108 ool (23S 5 agall S b awatl plas 5 all JLoS ¢ e o dame (gl ) Gl 0
1363 (i6,2all iy e stall dslond Anldl oY1 20

(1967) 1387 (A1 Jls 1y es b 5 £ o s 15 b

1388 cadlaVl asUlls 1015 cadll andall (318 J sl ¢ oS

1403 6 1 i o 1 el andall ¢ LV 2V LT 5 alodl 1 V1 s ¢85 o ¢ ks
1363 ol s 103 o ll 0las 5 a0 53 s

15



