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Note on Conventions

When transliterating Arabic words, I have used the system employed in the
International Journal of Middle East Studies. Words of Arabic origin that are
found in English dictionaries, and place names commonly used in English, are
rendered in their English form (for example hadith, Mahdi, Medina, Karbala).
In an attempt to make the book readable to non-specialists as well as scholars
in the field, I have used English plural forms of Arabic words (for example
isnads instead of asanid and kbabars instead of akbbar). An exception to
that rule is the use of Arabic plurals when referring to some groups such as
the Tawwabun and the Ghulat, as these are the forms normally used in the
literature of the field. In proper names, ‘b.” stands for the word 77, meaning
‘son of”. Similarly, ‘bt.” is a short form of bint, ‘daughter of”.

I discuss my use of the terms ‘Shi‘ism’, ‘Shi‘ites’, etc. in Chapter 1.

The Arabic word mu’minin, ‘believers’, has different connotations for
Shi‘ites and non-Shiites, and its meaning has moreover changed over time.
Fred Donner argues that the earliest followers of Muhammad’s teachings,
used ‘believers’ as a self-designation, and did not begin to talk of themselves
as ‘Muslims’ until the end of the first/seventh century.! At the same time,
Shi‘ites have always distinguished between Muslims — non-Shi‘ite followers
of the teachings of Islam — and ‘Believers’ - those devoted to the family of the
Prophet and the imams, that is, the true Shi‘ites. In this book, I will often use
‘believers’ with a lower-case b’ to denote the earliest non-Shi‘ite community,
and with a capital ‘B’ for the Shi‘ite community. I have found it very difficult

to be absolutely consistent on this matter, though.

! Donner, ‘Believers to Muslims’; Donner, Muhbammad and the Belicvers.
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NOTE ON CONVENTIONS | ix

I have used Droge’s translation of the Qur’an; minor changes are indi-
cated. Translations from al-Tabarl’s Tarikh are taken from, or heavily
dependent on, History of al-Tabari, the SUNY translation of the entire work
in forty volumes. Volumes XIX, XX and XXI, translated by I. K. A. Howard,
Gerald Hawting and Michael Fishbein respectively, are particularly relevant
for the present study. I have always checked the Arabic original, though, and
have often amended the translations slightly. Throughout the book, dates are
given according to both the Islamic ‘4777’ and the Gregorian calendar, with
a slash separating them (for example ‘61/680” or ‘second to fourth/eighth to
tenth centuries’). When I refer to an imam by number, for example the fifth
or eighth imam, I am aware that it is an expression of an anachronistic, and in
a sense a specific, religio-political standpoint. As we will see in Chapter 10, the
Twelver list of imams was settled only in the late ninth or early tenth centuries

(see also ‘Genealogy of the imams’ on p. x).



Note on the Cover Image

The cover image is a good illustration that the Karbala story has developed
into something much more than just an ordinary battle account, and that it
has ever since continued to grow, with characters and events constantly added.
The image is a reverse painting on glass from the Qajar period (1796-1925; no
precise date or artist are available), representing al-Husayn on his horse with
his baby son in his arms." In the bottom left corner of the picture, his dead
companions lie, decapitated. All of them are bloody and pierced with many
arrows. These are features of the story that can be found in the early versions of
the story analysed in Chapter 3. In the hadiths from the fourth/tenth-century
collections discussed in Chapter 11, angels and jinn are prepared to support
al-Husayn in the battle, but he neglects their help. These figures can be seen
at the top and bottom right corners of the picture. Much later, other elements
were added to the story. The man standing to the left with a bowl in his hand is
a nineteenth-century addition, the dervish of Kabul, who passed by the battle,
heard the cry of the thirsty baby and appeared at the battle to offer water and
ease the suffering of the child. Again, however, al-Husayn refused to accept
any help.” The image thus incorporates elements from several periods in the
development of the story.

! The image is taken from Kazerouni and Salahshour, Reverse Painting, 108. I am grateful to
M:s Salahshour for allowing me to use it, and to Ulrich Marzolph who alerted me to the picture
and helped me interpret it.

> On the dervish of Kabul and other late additions to the Karbala story, see Deacon, ‘Curious
Addition’. Thanks to Lucy Deacon for sending me a copy of her article.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

In September 1979, when I began my studies in religion at Uppsala University,
the Iranian revolution had just taken place. The revolution had a huge impact
on the Department of Theology, and in particular the Department of the His-
tory of Religions. For decades, in Sweden and elsewhere, religion had been
seen as a private matter, of little or no interest in terms of influencing modern
society. As a consequence, religious studies as an academic discipline had often
been regarded as a rather obscure subject cultivated largely by nerds with little
interest in what went on in society at large — and to some extent this had been
true. The revolution in Iran took politicians, political scientists and scholars of
religion by surprise. Suddenly it became obvious that religion can have a very
forceful influence on contemporary society, and it became important to study
religion as a factor in the development of political and social issues at national
and even global levels. Many events in the past forty years have intensified
this insight, and this has led the academic study of religion to reconsider some
of its methods and objects of study. Hence, to its preoccupation with sacred
beings, acts and beliefs religious studies has had to add a concern with the
social powers that create these, that make such phenomena sacred and thus
contribute to the formation of identities and societies.

One aspect of Twelver Shi‘ism that was referred to again and again in the
deluge of scholarly literature that materialised in the wake of the Iranian revo-
lution was the remembrance of the killing of al-Husayn b. “Ali, the grandson
of the Prophet Muhammad, at Karbala in 61/680. That story, and the rituals
commemorating the event, became a pattern for the revolutionaries to follow,
a paradigm which placed their struggle in a cosmic order. The regime and its
security forces were regarded as an extension of al-Husayn’s enemies and the
Shah as the evil caliph Yazid; the revolutionaries who were killed by the forces

xi



xii | THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHIITE IDENTITY

of the Shah were regarded as martyrs, following the example of al-Husayn. The
story and the rituals connected with it have also been studied in numerous
other contexts besides the Iranian revolution, and have been confirmed and re-
confirmed as an example for emulation. Very little scholarship, however, has
been devoted to the earliest development of the story. Through what processes
was this account of a small battle in the early days of Islam transmuted into a
prototype for emulation today? Itis this gap in our knowledge that the present
book attempts to fill.

I hope that the book will be of benefit both to specialists in early Islam and
to non-specialists, such as advanced students in religious studies or the history
of Late Antiquity, and I trust that readers who find parts of it too difficult or
too easy will have the courage to skip these.

Needless to say, a book that has developed over the last thirty years is
indebted to many people and institutions, and I want to thank all of these.
Thus, I have been given much time to work on the project by my home
institution, Dalarna University. I am also grateful for generous grants from
Vetenskapsradet (the Swedish Research Council): one that lasted from 2012
to 2014, and another, shared with five Nordic scholars, between 2013 and
2015. The writing of this book was made possible by a scholarship from
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (the Central Bank Tercentenary Foundation)
between 2020 and 2022. The last of these grants fell under the spell of the
coronavirus pandemic, so that despite the substantial allowance for interna-
tional travel, most of the work had to be done in my home or at my university.
In spite of this, several colleagues in Sweden and elsewhere have read and com-
mented on various parts of the book. I want to express my sincere thanks
to Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, Mushegh Asatryan, Majid Daneshgar,
Mohammad Fazlhashemi, David Thurfjell and George Warner. Some of these
I have had the opportunity to meet and discuss with online. I am especially
grateful to the anonymous reviewer of the publisher who read the first version
of the complete manuscript and gave me invaluable input. My friends and
colleagues at the Humanities Seminar here at Dalarna University have had to
put up with texts on Karbala for a very long time. I am particularly grateful
to Tomas Axelson, Therese Rodin and Gull Térnegren for their pertinent
comments. Lovisa Berg and Nejood al-Rubaye from the Arabic department

at Dalarna University assisted me in deciphering some cryptic Arabic texts.
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Ulrich Marzolph helped me find the picture used for the cover image, and
also managed to trace the contact information for Ms Ferial Salahshour, who
owns the rights to the picture and has kindly allowed me to use it. My daugh-
ter Astrid Hylén made the map at the beginning of the book. My sometimes
awkward ‘Swenglish” has been rendered smooth and flowing by my excellent
editor Lucy Seton-Watson. Some passages, however, have been added after her
editing, and thus the reader may find phrases that sound strange. Lucy must
not be blamed for them! I have probably forgotten to name some people who
have helped me, but I am so thankful to all of you. The responsibility for any

remaining errors is, of course, my own.
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Introduction: The Karbala Story
and Shi‘ite Identity

Muharram Celebration in Pakistan

The taxi stops at Hathi Chowk, the Elephant Crossing, in Saddar Bazaar,
Rawalpindi. At this place three narrow streets meet, and a small open
place has been made between the houses. In the centre of the crossing,
there is a small traffic island with a roof. | have always imagined that it
was once made for a policeman to stand there and direct the traffic,
but | have never seen it used. Now, a microphone is placed there, and
loudspeakers are put on the roof. | step out of the car, and immediately
see my friends who have placed their stand just where one of the streets
opens up to the square. They greet me and offer me a chair to sit on.
There is an atmosphere of expectancy, even tension, among the people
gathered. A number of policemen, some of them heavily armed, are
posted around the square, prepared to take action to uphold order.

| ask my friend Noman why he and his family, who are Sunni
Muslims, have put up their stand to distribute drinks during the principal
Shi‘ite festival. He replies by telling me the story of imam al-Husayn, the
grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, who was attacked and besieged
by the forces of the caliph Yazid in the desert at Karbala in Irag. No one
gave them water. It is sunna, a sacred tradition to follow, to make up for
that sin by giving water to those who want to commemorate the death of
al-Husayn and his followers. Later | learnt that, especially in South Asia,
al-Husayn is highly revered also among Sunnis.
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Today is 9 Muharram, and for the first time | am about to see this
Shi‘ite ritual that | have read about so many times during my studies
in Uppsala. Some one hundred metres away, by the Shi‘ite mosque,
we see black and red standards raised, and behind them a procession
is formed. We hear a rhythmic pounding sound, and Noman and | go
towards it to find out what is going on. The sound comes from a large
group of men who are beating their bare chests, following the rhythm
of other men’s chanting. Nearby a circle of people forms. The people
around the circle are rhythmically shouting: ‘Ya Husayn! Ya Husayn!’ In
the middle of the circle, we see two young boys — they cannot be more
than ten to twelve years old — who are facing each other, holding whips
made of chains that end with sharp blades in their hands. They wear
no shirts. As the shouts from the people surrounding them increase in
intensity, they begin to flagellate themselves with the chains, making the
blood run on their backs. After half a minute or so they cannot endure
it any longer, and cease while the shouts become less intense. After a
little while the shouts, ‘Ya Husayn! Ya Husayn!’, grow stronger again,
and the boys begin whipping themselves once again. They constantly
keep mutual eye contact, as if to detect if the other one will give up first.
Noman and | leave the place and return to the stand, where my friends
are distributing water and lemonade in small bowls of clay to thirsty
people passing by.

After a while the procession draws closer. At Hathi Chowk it stops.
Many people sit down, and others come to our stand to get a drink. | see
a number of men whose backs are nothing but blood from the whipping.
Two or three have fainted from pain and loss of blood and are taken to
a nearby hospital. Someone begins to speak in the microphone at the
traffic island. After that, another person sings a song about the tragedy
at Karbala, and then a mullah begins to preach. | don’t understand what
he is saying, but every now and then the whole crowd replies ‘Ya ‘All'’, or
‘Ya Husayn!’. At the periphery the women cry. The atmosphere is tense.

| can understand how easy it would be to mobilise people through
the powerful symbolism that is found in this story. That was exactly what
happened during the revolution in Iran in 1979-80, when the Shah was
given the role of the evil caliph, Yazid, with the people taking the role of
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al-Husayn, so that martyrdom became a legitimate means in the struggle
against the evil regime.

About half an hour later the sermon is over, and the crowd begins
to dissolve. A part of the procession continues, but most of the people
return to their homes. Suddenly | see, at the end of the procession, a
beautifully adorned white horse. My friends explain to me that it symbol-
ises Dhu al-Jinah, the horse that al-Husayn was riding during the battle
of Karbala. Many people, mostly women, gather around it. The horse is
covered with a bloodstained white sheet and adorned with garlands and
flowers. On the saddle a long stick is raised, at the top of which there is
a metal hand. The five fingers of the hand symbolise the five members of
the ahl al-bayt, the family of the Prophet: Muhammad himself, ‘Ali, Fatima,
al-Hasan and al-Husayn. The women who crowd around the horse pray
and cry, and many give money to the functionaries who stand around the
horse. | am told that prayers uttered close to Dhu al-Jinah are answered
by God more often than not. The procession and the horse move on, and
we return to the stand, which is now disassembled for the night. Next day
it will be put up there again, to cater for the people of the new, even larger
processions to be held on the day of al-Husayn’s death.

his event, which I witnessed in Rawalpindi, Pakistan, in June 1993,

made a strong impression on me. I was both fascinated by the frenzy and
the devotion the people displayed and ill at ease at the blood and the pain.'
What I experienced then in Pakistan, and even more so after the celebration
of Muharram in 1993, made me realise how deeply the story of al-Husayn
and his death at Karbala is rooted in the world-view of Shi‘ite Islam and in
the consciousness of Shi‘ites. It constitutes the centre of a ‘paradigm’ that
Shi‘ites carry within themselves; a paradigm of symbols, stories, rituals, atti-
tudes and values that relate not only to al-Husayn and his martyrdom, but to

' The conclusion I drew when watching the flagellated bodies was that the ritual must be very pain-
ful. Actually, participants in the flagellation rituals often say that it is physically painless (Schubel,
Religious Performance, 146).

* In South Asia, the processions commemorating the killing of al-Husayn are often called Muharram
after the month in which it takes place. In other parts of the Shi‘ite world, other names are used, for
example ‘Ashiird’, after the day on which it occurred, or Ta‘ziya, connoting ‘mourning’.
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the whole of the family of the Prophet and their suffering. Thus, the celebra-
tions described above have their background in the decades after the death of
the Prophet Muhammad in 11/632.> The Karbala story has been continually
retold ever since among Muslims of different religious affiliation, though espe-
cially among Shi‘ites, and it is written down in countless versions from the
early centuries of Islam to today. In the following section, I will first give a brief
historical background to the Karbala tragedy, then summarise the story and its
immediate consequences as they are retold by the Muslim historian al-Tabarf,

the main source of this study.

The Karbala Story and its Context
The Setting

Shi‘ism is not, and has never been, a uniform movement. What eventually
coalesced into the three main branches of Shi‘ism, Zaydism, Ismailism and
Twelver Shi‘ism, was from the earliest years an amorphous movement consist-
ing of numerous groups with varying religious and political agendas. The issue
that united all who called themselves Shi‘ites was the idea that “Alib. Abi Tilib,
the cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad, was the rightful succes-
sor, the legatee (wasi) of the Prophet. They were known as adherents of shi‘ar
‘Alz, ‘the party of ‘AlT’, one of several religio-political groups that emerged
after the death of the Prophet.* The Shi‘ites were in unceasing opposition to
other contestants for political power. The first rulers, who were regarded as
usurpers, were the three caliphs who followed the death of Muhammad: Aba
Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman, who ruled from Medina. ‘Ali became the fourth
caliph, but his rule was contested by several non-Shi‘ite groups, among them
the Umayyad family, who after the murder of “Ali in 40/661 gained the upper
hand in the struggle and set up their rule in Damascus.’

? The year of the Prophet’s death has been contested in some modern research. See Crone and Cook,
Hagarism; Shoemaker, Death of a Prophet.

* Crone, Political Thought, 20; Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi% Islam, 11. On the use of this name
for the sprawling and amorphous movement, see below in this chapter.

> Other groups such as the Kharijites were also fierce enemies of the Shi‘ites, and, as we are told, it was
in fact a Kharijite who killed “Ali. On the Kharijites, see Hagemann, The Kharijtes.
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It seems that “Ali was very early — probably already in his lifetime — held
in considerably higher esteem than as a mere political leader by some Shi‘ite
groups, in that they regarded him as ‘a semilegendary figure of heroic and
even sacred dimensions’.¢ This veneration of “Ali was often referred to as din
‘Alz, ‘the religion of “Al’.” Furthermore, immediately after his murder, some
Shifites, in particular the group that came to be called the Saba’iyya, either
denied that he had died or expected him to return from death to set things
right in the world.® In fact, the preaching of the Prophet Muhammad was
already eschatological in character, and up to the beginning of the eighth
century apocalyptic ideas flourished in this part of the world.” In some groups,
notably those that held “Ali in high regard, such ideas were very prominent. So,
for example, Sean Anthony has demonstrated that among the Saba’iyya, the
idea of “Alf’s return from death — his 7472 — had obvious messianic overtones."
Many of these apocalyptic ideas were also common in Jewish, Christian and
other apocalyptic thought at the time, and had been appropriated and adapted
by the Saba’iyya movement. Anthony maintains that several themes can be
historically verified as belonging to this group: the denial of the death of “Ali
and the belief in his return, his messianic victory over the enemies of God while
carrying the lost staff of Moses, and the identification of him with the apoca-
lyptic beast (dabba min al-ard) mentioned in Qur. 27:82."" But, Anthony

turther argues,

¢ Amir-Moezzi, ‘Din ‘Al7’, 44.

7 Amir-Moezzi, ‘Din ‘Ali”. See also Madelung, Succession, 178-9. The view that ‘Alf had a spe-
cial position in the minds of many of his followers from a very early stage is advanced by sev-
eral scholars; see e.g. al-Qadi, “The Term Ghular’, 295-301; Kohlberg, ‘Sahaba’, 145-6; Dakake,
Charismatic Community, 33-69; Anthony, The Caliph, passim.

Al-Qadi, “The Term Ghular’, 300-1; Anthony, The Caliph, 313-17; Amir-Moezzi, ‘Muhammad
le paraclet’, 44-5.

See e.g. Arjomand, ‘Apocalypticism’, 238-57; Crone, Political Thought, 75-80; Donner,
Mubammad and the Believers, 78-82; Anthony, The Caliph, 224-5; Shoemaker, Death of a
Prophet, 118-96. By ‘apocalyptic’ I mean ideas about the imminent end of the world and the signs
preceding it.

1% Anthony, The Caliph, 195-225. Throughout this book, I use the terms ‘Messiah” and ‘messianic’
in an eschatological sense for the redeemer who will return in the end times to set the world right.
I do not include Judaeo-Christian notions of an anointed king.

Anthony, The Caliph, 218. The notion of the beast is probably an influence from apocalyptic texts
in the Bible (Dan. 7:1-8; Rev. 13). Unlike the beast in Christian tradition, however, the Islamic
ddbba is often regarded as benevolent; see Arjomand, ‘Apocalypticism’, 239-40. Hence it was
possible to identify it with “Al.

o
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the full extent of Jewish influence (or Christian, Zoroastrian and Manichaean
for that matter) on early Islam cannot be localized or limited within the
confines of a singular sectarian trend ... These sorts of influences were, rather,
pervasive and much more mutual and dialectic than has, until very recently,
been appreciated ... These symbols, mythemes, prophesies, etc. were ‘in the
wind” and somehow — the fog of historical distance hinders our ability to
find these intermediaries — they came to be attached to the person of ‘Ali and

the hopes and ambitions of his partisans.?

Thus, ideas that can be called ‘messianic’ were associated with “Ali from a very
early period, and although many Shi‘ites objected to them, atleast in their more
extreme forms, as can be seen from the sources, they were quite widespread.”

After the murder of ‘Ali, many Shi‘ites regarded his eldest son, al-Hasan,
as the new leader of the community, the imam. The political power, how-
ever, at this time belonged to the Umayyad caliph Mu‘awiya, who made a
deal with al-Hasan that he would not meddle in politics. On the death of
al-Hasan (around 49/669-70), “Ali’s second son, al-Husayn, at first stuck to
his brother’s treaty with Mu‘awiya.

The Karbala Story

Following the death of Mu‘wiya in 60/680, al-Husayn, who resided in
Medina at the time, refused to pledge his allegiance to Mu‘awiya’s son Yazid
and slipped away to Mecca. While he was in Mecca, the people of Kufa sent
him letters and envoys, imploring him to come and lead them in an insurrec-
tion against the governor. Al-Husayn replied by sending his cousin Muslim
b. “Aqil as his representative to find out if the situation was as they described.
When Muslim arrived in Kufa, a great number of people declared their alle-
giance to al-Husayn. Muslim informed al-Husayn that he had massive support
and that it was safe for him to come to Kufa.

In the meantime, the ruthless ‘Ubaydallah b. Ziyad was installed as the
new governor in Kufa. He infiltrated the Shi‘ite community and was informed
about Muslim’s whereabouts. He caught and threatened to kill Hani’ b. ‘Urwa,

2 Anthony, The Caliph, 224-5. But cf. Cameron, ‘Late Antique Apocalyptic’, for a more cautious
approach to the phenomenon of apocalypticism in Late Antiquity.
3 On this issue, see now also Amir-Moezzi, ‘Muhammad le paraclet’.
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Muslim’s host in Kufa. Upon hearing this, Muslim gathered his supporters and
marched on the governor’s palace in an attempt to release Hani’, but his sup-
porters gradually leached away. Muslim was arrested; both he and Hani’ were
executed by Ibn Ziyad. Those who had pledged their allegiance to al-Husayn
were bribed or intimidated into withholding their support from him.

Al-Husayn, however, had already left for Kufa, unaware of developments
there. Since the people of the town were notorious for abruptly switching
allegiance, he was warned several times against going to Kufa, both before his
departure and on the journey; but al-Husayn went on. Even when informa-
tion about the true situation in Kufa and the death of Muslim reached him, he
decided to continue.

As al-Husayn and his group (perhaps a hundred persons, including men,
women and children) approached Kufa, they were stopped by a vanguard of
the governor’s army, about one thousand men."* The commander of the force
was al-Hurr b. Yazid al-Tamimi. Al-Hurr asked al-Husayn to come with him
to Kufa and submit to the governor, but al-Husayn refused. The two groups
faced off against each other, but occasionally gathered and prayed together,
with al-Husayn leading the prayer. Al-Husayn also gave several speeches to the
people of the Kufan army and to his own followers. Finally, al-Husayn began
to move with his group, and al-Hurr and his force followed them closely.
Al-Hurr was clearly distressed at the situation he was in, since his esteem for
al-Husayn as the grandson of the Prophet was very high. Al-Hurr then received
a letter from the governor, commanding him to stop al-Husayn’s group and
cut them off from all access to water. They were brought to a halt at Karbala
close to the Euphrates, but were prevented from reaching the water.

Eventually, the main army of 4,000 men, headed by ‘Umar b. Sa‘d, joined
al-Hurr’s force. Al-Husayn tried to negotiate with ‘Umar to settle the matter
peacefully. The latter was prepared to accept al-Husayn’s offer to pledge
his allegiance to the caliph Yazid in Damascus, to return to Mecca, or to
go somewhere else, but the governor, Ibn Ziyad, demanded that al-Husayn

must come to Kufa and give his pledge of allegiance to Yazid there, before

'* Numbers of participants in armies or other groups are impossible to verify and must be regarded
with suspicion. Very often they were greatly exaggerated. The point here is to show that al-Husayn’s
group was greatly outnumbered by the enemy.
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the governor. When al-Husayn refused to do that, ‘Umar was forced to fight
him. As the army was set in motion against al-Husayn, al-Hurr deserted and
joined al-Husayn.

The battle began. At first it proceeded through several duels, which are
related in great detail, but the Kufan commanders realised that al-Husayn’s
fighters were killing at least as many as were killed of their own group, and
prohibited any further single combat. The Kufans then attacked on a larger
scale. The bravery of al-Husayn and his relatives and followers, their fierce
defence, their thirst and desperation, but also their faith and determination to
do God’s will, are vividly described. Likewise, the cowardliness and wickedness
of the enemy, who did not refrain from attacking and killing the family of the
Prophet - including al-Husayn’s infant son — and their followers is related in
great detail. Finally, al-Husayn himself was killed, and his head was cut off.
The head, together with the survivors from the family, was brought before Ibn
Ziyad in Kufa and then sent to the caliph in Damascus. Finally, al-Husayn’s
family were released and allowed to return to Medina.

The Immediate Aftermath

Immediately after the death of al-Husayn, many of those who had pledged
to support him but had failed to come to his aid felt a deep sense of guilt for
their betrayal. One of the first expressions of this guilt is seen in the move-
ment of the Tawwibin, ‘the Penitents’. Some of the men who had failed
to support him gathered and decided that they would take up arms and go
against the Umayyad army: to kill those who had killed al-Husayn, or to be
killed themselves in the attempt to avenge him. The Tawwaban were well
aware that this act would in all probability lead to their own deaths, but they
regarded it as an act of martyrdom in the cause of loyalty to the Prophet and
his family, and believed it would cleanse them of their sin. They set out in
65/684 and made a short stop at al-Husayn’s grave at Karbala. Eventually
they met the Umayyad forces at ‘Ayn al-Warda in northern Irag, and were
defeated. Among the few survivors, some felt great shame that they had not
died in the campaign.

On the wider political arena, things became increasingly disturbed at
this time. Soon after the death of the Umayyad caliph Yazid b. Mu‘awiya in
64/683, the Meccan aristocrat ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr conquered all of the
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Hijaz, Southern Iraq and the Western areas of Iran. From Mecca he claimed
the caliphate for himself and installed governors in the important towns of his
empire, including Kufa. Thus, for about a decade (64-73/683-692), there
were two caliphates competing for power over the entire region: one in the
south with Ibn al-Zubayr as caliph in Mecca, and one in the north where
members of the Umayyad family in Damascus claimed the authority for
themselves.

At this time, the Shi‘ite leader al-Mukhtar b. Abi “‘Ubayd rose up and set
off a rebellion against Ibn al-Zubayr’s governor in Kufa. He claimed to act on
behalf of a third son of “Ali, Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya (see figure, ‘Genealogy
of the imams’). Al-Mukhtir and his followers exacted a terrible revenge on
those Kufans who had taken part in the Karbala battle against al-Husayn, even
managing to kill the former Umayyad governor of Kufa, ‘Ubaydallah b. Ziyad,
who had been responsible for the campaign against al-Husayn. The rebellion
was thus directed against both the competing caliphates: that in Mecca and
that in Damascus. Finally, in 67/687, Ibn al-Zubayr’s troops were able to
quench the insurrection, kill al-Mukhtar and regain Kufa. The vengeance
of al-Mukhtir has often been regarded as a kind of conclusion to the whole
Karbala affair. As we will see, however, the story about Karbala continued to

live and grow.
Previous Research on Early Shi‘ism and the Karbala Story

The development of early Shi‘ism has been the subject of a large number of
studies, and I therefore confine the brief survey that follows to a few important
works in order to display the variation in approaches to this fascinating subject
and to position the present book in relation to previous scholarship. The foot-
notes throughout the book as well as the bibliography, however, reveal that I
am also indebted to many other scholars and their studies.

On a general level, the relevant parts of Patricia Crone’s Medieval Islamic
Political Thought are very useful regarding the development of Shi‘ism in the
setting of emerging Islam. As the title of her book indicates, its emphasis is
on the religio-political ideas that were formed in the early centuries, and thus

discussion of the role and function of the imam in relation to non-Shi‘ite

> Hawting, First Dynasty, pp. 46-57; Robinson, 4bd al-Malik, pp. 35-39.
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political ideas is in the foreground. More focused on Shi‘ism in particular
are Hossein Modarressi’s Crisis and Consolidation, Andrew Newman’s
Twelver Shiism and Najam Haider’s Shi7 Islam. Though large parts of their
books discuss the emergence of Shiism up to the fourth/tenth century,
the authors treat this subject from slightly different angles. Modarressi and
Newman are mainly interested in the emergence of Twelver Shi‘ism, but
while Modarressi focuses on the development of the rational imamology
up to the ‘consolidation’ of Twelver Shiism in the fourth/tenth century,
Newman’s description is formed by political and legal aspects of the same
era and extends further forward in time. Haider’s book is unique in that he
discusses the three main branches of Shi‘ism that have survived until today -
Zaydism, Ismailism and Twelver Shi‘ism - including, but not confined to,
their interlaced beginnings.

The earliest forms of Shi‘ism in the first/seventh century are discussed by
Wilferd Madelung, Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi and Sean Anthony from
quite different perspectives. Madelung’s The Succession to Mubammad is a
reinterpretation of relevant texts in the Qur’an and in the historiography from
about the time of the Prophet and the first four caliphs. Madelung discusses
the early caliphate and the questions of succession much in line with the Shi‘ite
view, namely that the family of the Prophet should have inherited his politi-
cal authority and his right to give spiritual guidance. Amir-Moezzi in some
articles focuses on the cult of “Ali in early Shi‘ism. Sean Anthony’s book, The
Caliph and the Heretic, deals with the ‘extreme’ Shi‘ite group, the Saba’iyya.
My description of early Shi‘ism in the previous section is largely based on these
two scholars” works. Anthony furthermore shows that many of the beliefs
of the Saba’iyya continued to thrive and develop in the ensuing movement
of the Kaysaniyya, beliefs which later came to influence various other Shi‘ite
groups including the Imamiyya. Some of these ideas can also be found in the
slightly later texts studied by Mushegh Asatryan in Controversies in Formative
Shi%sm, a study of the theology and cosmology expressed in early texts from
ghular (‘extremist’) groups. Maria Massi Dakake’s book, The Charismatic
Community, is a penetrating study on the concept of waldya, an important
and semantically rich concept in Shi‘ite theology that can be translated as
‘loyalty and love’ for the Prophet and his family. Other works on early Shi‘ite

theology mainly discuss its rational aspects, for example the relevant parts of
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Josef van Ess’s magisterial Theologie und Gesellschaft,'® as well as articles by
Tamima Bayhom-Daou," besides the already mentioned work of Modarressi.

Amir-Moezzi has also written several books and articles on the esoteric
Imami Shi‘ite theology, which developed in the second to fourth/eighth to
tenth centuries. His sources for these studies are hadiths, the legal traditions
that purportedly originate with the imams. His most important studies are
The Divine Guide in Early Shiism and The Spirituality of Shi% Islam, the
latter a collection of a number of previously published articles on the subject.
In his The Silent Qur'an and the Speaking Qurian, he studies early Shi‘ite con-
ceptions of the Qur'an and its interpretation. Another work on early Shi‘ite
Qur’anic exegesis is Meir Bar-Asher’s Scripture and Exegesis in Early Imami
Shiism.

The legal development in second/eighth century Shi‘ism has been dis-
cussed by Najam Haider in his The Origins of the Shi‘a, where he analyses
early hadiths and compares various groups’ attitudes to some legal problems.
The sources that he uses — the early hadiths — also show that at least by the
turn of the second/eighth century, we can definitely speak of a Shi‘ite identity.
Roy Vilozny’s Constructing a Worldview is a close study of the earliest extant
collection of Shi‘ite hadiths from the end of the third/ninth century. This
and slightly later collections of hadiths have been investigated by Andrew
Newman in The Formative Period of Twelver Shi‘ism, where he traces the
development of theological and legal matters in these collections according
to changes in society in the fourth/tenth century. Like Newman, Edmund
Hayes also works from a sociohistorical perspective in his book Agents of the
Hidden Imam, in that he considers the institution of the middlemen between
the Shi‘ite believers and the increasingly inaccessible imams in the third/ninth
and fourth/tenth centuries.

Some of the studies mentioned above contain sections on the Karbala

event and its consequences,'® but very few lengthy studies of the Karbala story

¢ van Ess, Theologie, vol. I, 233-403.

17 Bayhom-Daou, “The imam’s knowledge’; ‘Hisham b. al-Hakam’.

So, for example, Dakake, Charismatic Community, 81-90. Haider’s introduction to Shi‘ism is, to
my knowledge, the only study which compares the attitude to and significance of the Karbala story
in the three main branches of Shi‘ism (Shi% Islam, 66-81).

18
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and the rituals associated with it could be added to the list."”” The majority of
earlier studies give a more or less detailed, usually quite uncritical paraphrase
of the story, and then go on to comment on it from the various perspectives
of the authors. Thus, more than a hundred years ago, Julius Wellhausen wrote
a chapter on al-Husayn and the battle of Karbala in his book The Religio-
Political Factions in Early Islam > After summarising Aba Mikhnaf’s account
in al-Tabari’s version, he went on to comment on Aba Mikhnaf’s style and
use of his sources, before discussing the personalities and sentiments of the
characters involved. Here, Wellhausen’s interest in hard power politics is
clearly manifested. In his eyes, al-Husayn was a selfish weakling, a dreamer
who accomplished nothing through his futile attempt to grab the power: ‘Like
a child he stretches out his hands to the moon.” Wellhausen’s sympathies
were all with the Iraqi governor, ‘Ubaydallah b. Ziyad, the official who was
immediately responsible for al-Husayn’s death. ‘With few means but with
clear intent and firm hand, [the governor] understands the solution to the
difficult problem ... He did his duty and in no wise exceeded the limits.””* In
the meeting between these two antagonists, then, what happened was only to
be expected: ‘Like a clay pot [al-Husayn] clashed against the iron ‘Ubaydalla.’

This unsympathetic attitude towards al-Husayn is unusual among later
writers.”* A comprehensive summary of the story is that written by Laura
Veccia Vaglieri in her article on al-Husayn in the second edition of the
Encyclopedia of Islam.*> Veccia Vaglieri first relates the story of the battle of
Karbala, before discussing “The legend of Husayn’, that is, the ascription of
marvels and miracles to him.* At the end of the article the author repudi-
ates the views of Wellhausen and others with similar views. Referring to the
speeches of al-Husayn reported by the sources, she concludes that he was ‘a

man impelled by an ideology (the institution of a régime which would fulfil

1 See also Hussain, ‘Developmental Analysis’, 1-6.

0 Wellhausen, Religio-Political Factions, 105-20.

2 Wellhausen, Religio-Political Factions, 116.

*> Wellhausen, Religio-Political Factions, 115.

» Wellhausen, Religio-Political Factions, 116.

* But see Lammens, ‘Al-Husain’, published slightly later than Wellhausen’s work.
Veccia Vaglieri, ‘Husayn’.

% Veccia Vaglieri, ‘Husayn’, 612-14.

25
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the demands of true Islam)’, albeit ‘stubbornly determined to achieve his ends,
as in general are all religious fanatics’.”

Mahmoud Ayoub’s book, Redemptive Suffering in Islam, has become a
classic and has probably been one of the most influential sources for a Western
understanding of the Shi‘ite sentiment. While the central purpose of Ayoub’s
book is to describe and discuss the devotional aspects of the ‘Ashara’ ritual
(that is, the later interpretations of the Karbala drama), the author also deals
with the ‘historical” aspects of the person of al-Husayn and the events at
Karbala. Ayoub dismisses the less sympathetic interpretations of al-Husayn
and describes him as ‘a man of piety, idealism, nobility of character and ascetic
detachment from the world’.? He maintains that a careful study of the sources
confirms the view that al-Husayn had the right to rebel against ‘the illegiti-
mate usurpation of power by ... Yazid’ since it violated the ideals of Islam.*’
Although Ayoub is careful to state in his book that political factors were also
involved in the event, he argues that these alone cannot explain the behaviour
of al-Husayn. In addition to these external factors, he identifies three internal
motives for al-Husayn’s martyrdom: ‘His idealism, the belief that his fate was
predetermined and the certainty he seems to have had that he either had to
submit or be killed’.*” Here, like the previously mentioned scholars, Ayoub
attempts to understand al-Husayn as a person and his emotions, rather than
regarding the sources as later generations’ interpretations of an earlier event.?!
In other parts of the book, however, Ayoub makes a masterly study of the later,
devotional interpretations of the Karbala story.

Boaz Shoshan dedicates a chapter of his monograph, Poetics of Islamic
Historiography, to the Karbala story.*> He investigates the story as an example
of how the historian al-Tabari (d. 301/923) used his material in his large histo-
riographical compilation Al-rusul wa-l-mulitk. Shoshan’s interest, then, is not
so much the Karbala story as such, but al-Tabar’s rendering of it. To Shoshan,
al-Husayn’s death in al-Tabari’s rendering is a tragedy through and through.

27

Veccia Vaglieri, ‘Husayn’, 614.

» Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 93.

¥ Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 93.

0 Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 103.

This is no less true of Syed Husain Mohammad Jafri’s depiction of Husayn and the Karbala Drama
in Origins, 174-221.

32 Shoshan, Poetics, 233-52.
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It contains two different strands that, in a complex manner, work together to
convey a tragic effect: on the one hand al-Husayn’s determination to follow
God’s will and go to Kufa against the advice of his friends, and on the other his
attempt to escape his destiny when he realises that he is threatened by death.”
In this way, Shoshan concludes, the Karbala story ‘comes pretty close to the
classical definition of tragedy, save for the element of hubris’

My own PhD thesis was a structural analysis of the Karbala story, using a
method inspired by the French structuralist Claude Lévi-Strauss.> My conclu-
sion was that al-Husayn is portrayed as a mediator in the structuralist sense
of the word. In his attempt to save the emerging movement of believers from
destruction, he must have recourse to violence and rebellion. Thus on the one
hand he sunders the community of believers, but on the other, he does so in
order to save it. Like Shoshan, I work with al-TabarT’s rendering of the story
without analysing its components.

A study that s closer to the one I present in this book is the doctoral thesis

of Ali J. Hussain.*® The intention of his thesis, he writes, is to

trace the development of depictions of the battle of Karbala’ through the
centuries, and to study through critical analysis of the earliest sources how
later Shils developed elaborate rituals commemorating Husayn’s martyr-
dom and his final battle, and how the literate class of Shi1 %/ama’ scholars
added to and institutionalized these rituals as an integral part of Shi‘7 cultural

and religious identity.”

Hussain’s work is interesting in that it lists and uses a large number of
sources for the Karbala story, it takes into consideration the emergence of
rituals in the history of the Karbala story, and, unlike the present study, it
also analyses the Umayyads’ propaganda, which foregrounds their view of
the matter. In my opinion, however, considering the nature of early Islamic
historiography as it is preserved for us, there are two methodological problems

3 Shoshan, Poetics, 235-6, 245.

3 Shoshan, Poetics, 252.

% Hylén, ‘Husayn, the Mediator’.

3¢ Hussain, ‘Developmental Analysis’. Unfortunately, I became aware of this work too late to make
much use of it in the present study.

%7 Hussain, ‘Developmental Analysis’, 3.
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with Hussain’s thesis. T'o simplify matters, this corpus consists of three ‘levels’
of historiography, which correspond to three phases of development (see
Chapter 2): (1) short anecdotes, kbabars, that were normally transmitted
orally and were assembled and arranged into (2) ‘monographs’, coherent nar-
ratives on specific subjects (such as the Karbala event), which were in their turn
compiled in (3) large historiographical works that are partly still extant.’® The
first problem with Hussain’s thesis is that his analyses are based on the chains of
authorities, Zsndds, that precede the kbabars, and he seems to generally accept
the historicity of these chains of transmission.” As I will argue in Chapter 2,
I find such a method untenable, at least without a much closer scrutiny of
each of the elements of the Zsnads.** Second, Hussain disregards the ‘second
level’ of the corpus, the monographs, and goes straight to the large historio-
graphical compilations by historians like Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/845) and al-Tabari
(d. 310/923). The monographs were certainly in a more or less edited state at
the stage when they were incorporated in the larger works, but since the same
monographs were used in several of the larger compilations, it is possible to
compare the different versions and get a fairly good understanding of what the
originals looked like.* Therefore, in my view, Hussain is overlooking almost a
century of development of the Karbala story in claiming that the earliest extant
narrative of the Karbala eventis Ibn Sa‘d’s K7tab al-Tabagat, rather than going
back about a century to the monographs analysed in Chapter 3 of this book.*

In the analysis of the Karbala story in Chapter 3, two articles are of
particular importance: I. K. A. Howard’s ‘Husayn the Martyr’ and Antoine
Borrut’s ‘Remembering Karbala”. As I will discuss these studies thoroughly in
that chapter, Ileave them for now, as I also set aside discussion of the extremely
few studies that exist about the movement of the Tawwabtn for analysis in
Chapters 5-8.

3

3

Robinson, Islamic Historiography, 18-38.

An example of Hussain’s method is found on pp. 46-56 of his thesis.

“ AsTwill show in Chapter 2, Harald Motzki developed a method for analysing Zsndds that has been
used with some success, not least by Haider in his Origins. The method has been criticised, how-
ever, and if accepted, its application demands a much more detailed study of each isnad and matn
than that given by Hussain.

On the problem of using the term ‘original” in this context, see Chapter 2, n. 36.

Hussain, ‘Developmental Analysis’, 18.
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Purpose and Outline of the Present Study

This book attempts to discuss how and why Shi‘ites in the first centuries after
the death of the Prophet Muhammad came to perceive themselves as a commu-
nity distinguished from others who also regarded themselves as believers.** As
we have seen, this not only was a question of religious belief, but also involved
various political, social and economic matters. While there are a number
of studies on this process regarding the formation of Islam and its various
sub-groupings, similar developments have been much more closely observed
in other contexts, in particular Christianity. In a study of the emergence of
Christian communities in the first centuries CE, the biblical scholar Burton
Mack uses the concept social formation to refer to the behavioural aspects of
the creation of group identities. Closely related to social formation, Mack sug-
gests, is an intellectual process in which the group creates a discourse about its
own position in society and the world at large. This intellectual process Mack

calls mythmaking, and he continues:

Social formation and mythmaking are group activities that go together, each
stimulating the other in a kind of dynamic feedback system. Both speed up
when new groups form in times of social disintegration and cultural change ...

Social formation and mythmaking fit together like hand and glove.**

The above survey of previous scholarship shows that many other histo-
rians have discussed the social formation and mythmaking of Shi‘ism in its
many appearances from various angles (though none of them has used these
terms). In this book, I will focus on a specific aspect of Imami/T'welver Shi‘ite
mythmaking which has hitherto been largely neglected: the Karbala story with
its concomitant rituals. By focusing on this story, I do not mean to downplay
other factors. Political, social and ideological issues other than the Karbala
story are of course also crucial in the formation of Shi‘ite identity. Yet the story
did play an important role in the formation of Shi‘ism, and its function in this

process will be the main focus of this study.

“ An earlier and now classical attempt in the same vein is Hodgson, ‘Early Shi‘a’.
* Mack, Who Wrote the New Testament?, 11; and see also Mack, ‘Redescribing’, 255. For a historical
overview of the concept of social formation, see Mack, ‘Social Formation’, 283-8.
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Modern historians have described the Karbala battle as little more than
a skirmish. Gerald Hawting writes: ‘It seems unlikely that at the time itself
the affair had very much importance for the Umayyads. Husayn’s force had
been small and was suppressed with relative ease.”* According to Donner,
‘the snuffing out of this little insurrection had been an easy task for “‘Ubayd
Allah’s much larger force’.* M. A. Shaban even talks of the Karbala affair as
‘a routine police operation’.*” Yet, among Shi‘ites, the Karbala story within
a short time had developed into an account of a cosmic battle between the
good and the evil powers of the universe. It was an important factor in giving
the (T'welver) Shi‘ites, in the midst of their social and political vicissitudes, a
place not only in this temporal world, but in a divinely ordered cosmos, and
thus legitimated the formation of their self-identity vis-a-vis other Muslims.
How come, then, that the story of this particular battle, which was similar to
innumerable battle stories from early Islam, developed into a myth of univer-
sal significance? This is the main problem on which I wish to concentrate in
this book.

Social formation and mythmaking are never-ending processes. As cir-
cumstances change, so do the ways in which a group constitutes and regards
itself: it may consolidate its borders, it may split or totally dissolve, it may
emphasise different aspects of its mythology and thus vary in the way it thinks
of itself in relation to the changing surroundings.*® This is as true of Shi‘ism as
of any other religious or social movement, of course, and necessitates a short
discussion of the use of the label ‘Shiism’ in the present work. Here, I will
use Madelung’s wide definition and use ‘Shi‘ism’ and ‘Shi‘ite’ to denote any
group or individual that is ‘upholding a privileged position of the Family of
the Prophet (ahl al-bayt)’.* The ideas of who were included in this family,
and what ‘a privileged position’ involved, varied considerably in early times
and gave rise to different, often mutually antagonistic groups within the larger
community of Shi‘ites. The name seems to stem from the phrase shiar ‘Al

‘the party of “Al7’, which is apparently recorded for the first time in connection

45

Hawting, First Dynasty, 50.

% Donner, Muhammad and the Belicvers, 179.
7 Shaban, Islamic History, vol. 1, 91.

“ Assmann, Cultural Memory, 124-41.

’ Madelung, ‘Shi‘a’.

*
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with the battle of Siftin in 37/657 to refer to the supporters of ‘Ali, though
the love and loyalty — the waldya - for the family of the Prophet and for ‘Al
goes back to the lifetime of Muhammad.*® At Siftin, the expression shi‘at ‘Ali
was used to distinguish the adherents of “Ali from their opponents, the shiat
Uthman, that is the supporters of the murdered caliph ‘Uthman. The word
shi‘a, ‘party’ or ‘sect’, is thus neutral and does not in itself denote adherence
to a certain doctrine or belief. In some of the early texts about the Tawwabun
or ‘Penitents’ that will be discussed in Part II of this book, the word is used
without reference to “Ali. In the speeches and letters analysed in Chapter 6,
the Tawwabun use the expression shi atund (‘our party’), hadha al-shi‘a (‘this
party’) and shi‘at al nabiyyukum (the party of your prophet),” without refer-
ring to ‘Alf.

As we will see throughout the book, this waliya came to be expressed in
many very different and often contradictory and contentious ways, until they
finally crystallised into the three branches of Shi‘ism that are extant today.
Though we often can see a continuation of tenets and ideas from earliest
history — particularly of course the waliya for the family of the Prophet —
early forms were thus very different from the Shi‘ism that we see today. This
has caused several scholars use the term ‘proto-Shi‘ism’ for the early varieties
of the movement.** I prefer not to use this term, however, first because I want
to emphasise the continuity in the development; second because the term shia
and its derivates are often employed in the sources as a name for the various
groups claiming to be loyal to the family of the Prophet. I therefore advise
the reader to remember that Shi‘ism in the first centuries was normally very
different from Shi‘ism today.>

As historians, we cannot freeze a moment when a group is supposed to
have reached its ‘true’ potential and regard everything that follows as decline
or deviation from its essence.** Even though the present work finishes with the
‘consolidation’ of Twelver Shi‘ite identity in the fourth/tenth century, I do

0 See n. 7 above.

al-Tabari, Tz rikh, 11, 498-500.

’2 So e.g. Marsham, Rituals, 186-7; Baker, Sectarianism, 6-12.

>3 The expression ‘proto-Sunni’ (e.g. Baker, Sectarianism, 7) is more apt, in my opinion, as it took
several centuries before ‘Sunni’ was used as a label for a group with a specific identity. See also
Chapter 10.

> Hylén, ‘Closed and Open’.

5
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not mean to say that the Karbala story (or Twelver Shi‘ism at large) stopped
evolving at this point. As many scholars have demonstrated — and as, indeed,
the cover image of this book illustrates perfectly — the story and its interpreta-
tion grew in various directions depending on the material and social circum-
stances, in what Mack calls ‘the process of experimenting with better and less
better ways to do things and think about them’.>

In Chapter 2, I will further elaborate the concept of mythmaking and
how it is used throughout this book. And since ritualisation is one of the most
important ways of making a myth out of a story, I will also say something
about how I regard the relationship between myth and ritual, arguing that it is
through rituals that emotions become attached to a myth. I will furthermore
discuss the sources for this study and their place in the context of early Islamic
historiography, and I will say a few words about the methods I have used to
analyse the sources.

Part I of the book is dedicated to studies of the three earliest versions
of the Karbala story that are extant, all of which originated in the second/
eighth century. In Chapter 3, I make a comparative analysis of these ver-
sions, demonstrating that in the few decades that passed between the two
shorter accounts on the one hand — one of which was compiled by al-Husayn
b. ‘Abd al-Rahmin, and the other of which is ascribed to Aba Ja‘far al-Bagir
(the fifth imam) - and the much longer version of Aba Mikhnaf on the
other, the mythmaking process had already made significant progress. I
also forward the hypothesis that what is now a single story may once have
been transmitted as two separate narratives: one about the affair of Muslim
b. ‘Aqil in Kufa, and the other about the battle of al-Husayn at Karbala.
Chapter 4 is a more detailed analysis of the version of Aba Mikhnaf. There,
Iargue that Aba Mikhnat views the Karbala event from the perspective
of the covenant of God with humanity. He argues, I claim, that loyalty to
al-Husayn means adhering to the divine covenant, and enmity towards him is
breaking it.

The four chapters of Part II deal with the story of the Tawwaban,
the movement that arose among those Kufans who regretted not having

%5 Mack, ‘Social Formation’, 289. On later interpretations of the Karbala story, see Aghaie, Martyrs
of Karbala.
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supported al-Husayn at Karbala and made a futile attempt to exact revenge
for him by fighting the Umayyad army in 65/685. In these chapters, I
argue that it is possible to identify several layers of the story: an early one,
in which al-Husayn’s descent from the Prophet via his mother Fatima is
more visible than his connection to his father ‘Ali, and later additions,
in which “Ali is more prominent and in which we see, in embryonic form,
Shi‘ite ideas that later came to be noticeable. I argue that the earliest layer
can be dated at least as early as the end of the first/beginning of the eighth
century.

While the first two parts are primarily based on my own research, and at
times consist of quite dense analyses of the texts in question, the chapters in
Part ITT are more of an overview of the developments in the following centuries
and largely build on previous research. In Chapter 9, I discuss the rebellion of
al-Mukhtar in Kufa in 65-7/685-7. Unlike the Tawwabiin, al-Mukhtir and
his movement, in the name of “Alf’s third son Ibn al-Hanafiyya, were able to
avenge the death of al-Husayn by killing those responsible for it. Eventually,
al-Mukhtir was defeated, but the intensely apocalyptic movement of the
Kaysaniyya continued to revere Ibn al-Hanafiyya as the Mahdi. Several of
the doctrines of this group later developed and were incorporated into the
teaching of other Shi‘ite communities, including the Twelvers. Chapter 10
is a survey of the development of Shi‘ite religio-political and doctrinal dis-
putes between the second/eighth and fourth/tenth centuries. This chapter,
which builds entirely on previous scholarship, provides the context for
Chapter 11, where the development of the Karbala story into a myth and the
elevation of the image of al-Husayn during these centuries are further dis-
cussed. I argue that two factors are particularly significant in this process: the
placing of the Karbala event in a cosmological context, and the rituals that
emerged to commemorate the event. Chapter 12 is a short summary of the
results from the previous chapters of the book in the light of the theoretical
framework.

I hope that the book will be read both by specialists on early Islam and by
non-specialists, such as scholars or advanced students in other fields of reli-
gious studies or in history other than the Late Antique Middle East. Various
categories of readers will undoubtedly find particular parts of the book more

interesting than others. Thus, some of the analyses in Parts I and II are quite
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technical, and readers not interested in the detailed arguments may skip the
formal analyses without losing too much of the argument. Chapter 10, on
the other hand, is an overview that is wholly based on the research of other
scholars. Thus, readers acquainted with this scholarship are likely to find little
that is new to them in that chapter.



Studying the Karbala Story as Myth

Myth, Mythmaking and Ritual

S everal scholars have remarked that the concept of myth has rarely been used
as an analytical tool in the academic study of Islam." There are, I reckon,
at least two reasons for the reluctance to use this concept in connection with
Islam. First, despite the great variation in scholarly approaches to myth,* there
is a traditional tendency to talk about myth as a literary genre in contradistinc-
tion to other genres of folklore such as legend and folktale.” Though it is true
that this distinction is hardly employed today in my own discipline, religious
studies, it has been very influential, and the criteria used to distinguish myth
from other kinds of folk narratives are often used, consciously or not, in defini-
tions within other academic fields. To distinguish between different categories
of such genres, criteria of form and content and of the attitude held towards
the story have normally been used. An often-cited example is the table of cri-

teria made by William Bascom, whose classification is based on these criteria
(see Table 2.1).*

! E.g. Hylén, ‘Husayn, the Mediator’, 20~4, 32-7; Vilozny, Constructing a World View, 60; Ebstein,
‘In Truth’, 362; Inloes, ‘Joseph Campbell’, 1-3. An attempt to remedy this lack of studies on myth
in Islam was the symposium “The Mythic Dimension of Islam: Examining the Sources through the
Lens of Myth’ at the Van Leer Jerusalem Institute in December 2015, several of the papers from
which were published in a special issue of Intellectual History of the Islamicate World (vol. 6, no. 3,
2018).

For surveys of various approaches, see e.g. McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 193-8, and, more comprehen-
sively, Csapo, Theories of Mythology.

Other terms are often used for the category of ‘folktale’, and a large amount of confusion seems to
underlie this class of tales with its sub-classes. See Bascom, ‘Forms of Folklore’, 7.

Bascom, ‘Forms of Folklore’, 9. For a similar though less detailed categorisation of Islamic narra-
tives, see Neuwirth, ‘Myths’, 477.

o
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Table 2.1 Three forms of prose narrative, according to Bascom

Form Belief  Time Place Attitude Principal
characters
Myth Fact Remote past  Different world: ~ Sacred Non-human
other or earlier
Legend  Fact Recent past World of today Secular or sacred  Human
Folktale Fiction  Any time Any place Secular Human or
non-human

Several of the criteria for myth mentioned in Table 2.1 exclude the
Karbala story, as well as other narratives from early Islam, from being counted
within this category. Although the battle at Karbala is held to be fact, it is
held to be bistorical tact and not placed in a remote past or a different world.
Furthermore, the principal characters are human, although God is certainly
thought to be active in the background. Thus, this way of classifying ‘prose
narratives’ would determine the Karbala story to be a legend, not a myth -
which is actually what a professor of religious studies told me as a PhD student
in Uppsala when I suggested that we should treat this story as a myth. Most
scholars of Islam, when talking of myth, do so using criteria similar to those
in Table 2.1, that is, as dealing with events in prehistory or at the end of the
world, or as describing divine intervention in history, and so on.’

The second reason for the exclusion of the foundational Islamic narratives
from the category of myth is the popular view of myth as false stories. The
clear-cut distinction between mythos (false stories) and logos (true, reasoned
words or stories) goes back to Plato and has prevailed ever since in Western
society.® This categorisation has become an instrument for distinguishing
truth from falsehood in general in the West, and is commonly applied to

distinguish between science (logic) and other concepts such as superstition

° For some examples, see Neuwirth, ‘Myths’; Stetkevych, Mubammad; Humphreys, ‘Qurianic
Myth’; and, particularly concerning Shi‘ism, Amir-Moezzi, ‘Cosmogony’; Dakake, Charismatic
Commaunity, 143-51; Vilozny, Constructing a World View, 57-109. The only Islamicists I have
found who diverge from this approach to myth are Claude Gilliot (‘Mythe’), who is influenced by
Lévi-Straussian structuralism, and Amina Inloes (‘Joseph Campbell’), who uses Joseph Campbell’s
Jungian approach to myth on Islam and particularly on the Karbala story.

¢ Lincoln, Theorizing Myth, 37-42; McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 191. As both Lincoln and McCutcheon
show, however, the distinction was not at all as definite in Greek society before Plato.
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or religion (myth). As history belongs to the category of science, it is set in
opposition to myth — a distinction that has consequences for the classification
of Islamic historiography. During much of the nineteenth century, the major-
ity of Western scholars of Islam accepted the Muslim view that the works of
history written by Muslim historians (including such works as the biographies
of the Prophet Muhammad, many of the hadith, and the great historical com-
pilations of historians like al-Baladhuri and al-Tabari) conveyed basic facts
about events that really happened in the formative period of Islam.” Since this
textual corpus was bistory (although, admittedly in many cases, biased history),
it could not be myzh.®

A crucial notion in most traditional approaches to myth, including
Bascom’s criteria in Table 2.1, is that myth is a sacred story. The concept
‘sacred’ as an analytical category in the study of religion has recently been
severely criticised.” According to the critics, the term, which originally denoted
something set apart or dedicated — in other words, the result of a social process,
an act or a technique — has become reified so that, since the mid-eighteenth
century, it denotes a quality that exists in and by itself. Aaron Hughes and
Russell McCutcheon write:

What is curious is that the quality claimed to result from setting something
apart, and thereby marking it as sanctified ... eventually comes to be so
closely associated with this term ‘sacred’ that the supposed quality is eventu-
ally taken to be an autonomous and self-evident feature of the item. Once
signified in this manner, we tend to lose sight of the practical, social proce-

dures that led to the appearance or institution of the trait in the first place.”

Scholars working in the tradition of Emile Durkheim, who emphasised the
human processes of sanctifying rather than the inherent quality of objects,
stories, rituals, times and groups of people, avoid using the term ‘sacred’ with-

out defining it. Rather than using the term as a vague adjective, they try to

7 Of course, there were exceptions to this view, at least from the beginning of the twentieth century.

¥ This s, of course, mirrored by the Islamic perception of its history as based partly on revelation, the
very opposite of false stories.

’ E.g. Hughes and McCutcheon, 50 Words, 263-9; Mack, ‘Social Formation’; Paden, ‘Before “The
Sacred™.

1 Hughes and McCutcheon, 50 Words, 264-S5, italics in original.
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investigate how and by what means the phenomenon in question has become
set apart or sanctified. From this point of view, nothing is sacred in itself, but
is made and kept so by people’s acts and discourses. In other words, sacrality
is a social construction." Hence, rather than working with myth as a literary
genre, McCutcheon argues that it is better regarded as ‘a class of soczal argu-
mentation found in all human cultures’. Myths, according to him, ‘are not
special (or “sacred”) but ordinary human means of fashioning and authorizing

»5

their lived-in and believed-in “worlds™. Myth as an ‘ordinary rhetorical device
in social construction and maintenance makes this rather than that social
identity possible in the first place’ and it ‘reflects, expresses and legitimizes
[a people’s] own self-image’.” Therefore, following Mack’s approach (see
Chapter 1), McCutcheon prefers to talk of ‘mythmaking’ instead of the more

static ‘myth’. Thus, he continues towards the end of his article,

myths are the product and the means of creating authority by removing a
claim, behavior, artifact or institution from human history and hence from
the realm of human doings. A rectified study of myths thus turns out to be a

study of mythmaking."

I find the approach of Mack and McCutcheon fruitful and will attempt
to follow it in this book. Elsewhere, I have defined myth as @ narrative that is
foundational to the world view and identity of a group of people.** While I think
it is impossible to define ‘myth’ in a way that will be acceptable to all, T will
stick to this provisional definition throughout this work. In doing so, however,
I must emphasise that I regard myth as I have defined it here as the result of a
social process. Perhaps it would be better to change the verb ‘is’ in the defini-
tion to the phrase ‘has been made’. The present work, then, is an attempt to
study the development of the Karbala story as a process of removing the battle

McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 199-201.

McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 200. Italics original. Omitted from this quotation is a clause in which
McCutcheon seems to argue that people use the ‘label “myth™ for their own such process. On this
point I disagree, as I have never heard of any person or group that uses the term ‘myth’ for their
own stories. ‘Myth’ as used by McCutcheon and others, in my opinion, can only be regarded as an
analytical concept.

McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 207. On ‘mythmaking’ as an analytical tool, see also Sinding Jensen,
‘Modern Myths’.

4 Hylén, ‘Husayn, the Mediator’, 15.
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at Karbala from human history, and hence, of making the story about itinto a
myth that is foundational to the world-view and identity of the Shi‘ites.

An obvious advantage of working with mythmaking as a social process is
that it includes all kinds of stories that are of such importance to people that
they can be labelled ‘foundational’ to their identity and world-view. It does
not matter whether a story is ‘historically correct’ (in the sense that the events
it relates can be verified by scholarly research) or not. The dichotomy between
myth and history loses its importance; history can function as myth and myth
as history. Jan Assmann writes that

foundational stories are called ‘myth’, and the term is usually used in contrast
to history. There are two pairs of opposites involved here: fiction (myth) as
opposed to reality (history), and purpose-oriented evaluation (using the past
for an argument — myth) as opposed to pure objectivity (studying the past
for the past’s sake — history). These conceptual pairs, however, have long
been due for the scrap heap ... The forms of the remembered past entail
myth and history without any distinction between them. The past that is
fixed and internalized as foundational is myth, regardless of whether it is fact

or fiction.”

In my opinion, Assmann goes too far in equating myth and history in this
passage. They certainly overlap (as in the case of the Karbala story), but there
is of course history, in the sense of what is written in history books, that is
not foundational and thus cannot be called myth. On the other hand, there
are stories which are not necessarily believed to be factual, but which convey
important values and for that sake are foundational to a group of people (that
is, myths). For example, the biblical creation story may be very important to
Jews or Christians even though they do not believe in its factuality.

This brings us to a further point: when a story is foundational, it is always
so to someone. Accordingly, when I use myth as an analytical category, I always
try to do so in relation to a group of people and their context. The Karbala
story may function as a myth for most Shi‘ites, but for many Sunnis it does
not, and it certainly does not for most non-Muslims; to them it is perhaps a

tragic story, but it is not foundational to their world-view and identity.

5 Assmann, Cultural Memory, 59; see also McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 204.
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For Mack, as we have seen, mythmaking is the intellectual aspect of social
formation. McCutcheon seems to have a wider notion of the concept of
mythmaking, and sees it ‘as a discourse involving acts and institutions as well
as narratives’.'* In my view, McCutcheon’s broader use blurs the distinction
between ‘social formation’ and ‘mythmaking’. It seems to me that by enlarging
‘mythmaking’ to encompass that much, he makes the concept of “social forma-
tion” superfluous. In this book, the making of a story into a myth and its role
within the larger process of the formation of a Shi‘ite identity are at the centre
of my attention. Hence, I will distinguish between the two concepts and stick
to Mack’s more limited use of mythmaking as an aspect of, or one of several
factors within, the larger process of social formation.

Curiously, however, neither of the two scholars places any emphasis
on ritual, which, within the Durkheimian tradition that both profess to be
inspired by, is said to be the main factor in creating and keeping group identity
and solidarity."” Ritualisation of a story, according to this tradition, is one of
the main factors in making it a myth, because ritual is what attaches emotions
to a narrative. Following the tradition of the sociologists Emile Durkheim and
Erving Goftman, Randall Collins argues that the reason for the efficacy of
rituals for social formation is that they create emotions that function as ‘glue’
for the group.' Durkheim argued that people acting together also share emo-
tions; they not only do things together, but they fee/ things together. Everyone
who has been to a football match or a rock concert, or has sung in a choir,
has experienced this. Durkheim called this state of common emotionality,
especially when the emotions are strong, ‘collective effervescence’.’” These
common emotions result in symbols which ‘act as markers of group identity’
as they ‘represent the group and its attendant solidarity’.*® Another result of

¢ McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 204.

Mack mentions ritual here and there in ‘Social Formation’ and touches on the relation between
myth and ritual in Who Wrote the New Testament?, 300-1; he also has a short discussion in
‘Redescribing’, 255-6. Probably McCutcheon includes rituals in the ‘acts and institutions’ men-
tioned in the previous quotation, but he does not elaborate on its function in relation to myth.
Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains, 103. See also summaries of his argument in Rossner and
Meher, ‘Emotions’ and Summers-Effler, ‘Ritual Theory’. Collins argues that not only Durkheim
but several of the ‘classical’ sociological theories point to emotions as the uniting factor of groups,
often without using the term, however (/nteraction Ritual Chains, 102-3).

Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 216-20 and passim.

20 Rossner and Meher, ‘Emotions’, 203.

S
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Ritual Ingredients Ritual Outcomes
Group Assembly Group Solidarity
Barrier to Outsiders - Emotional Energy in Individual
Mutual Focus Emotional Symbols of Social Relationship
Shared Mood Effervescence Standards of Morality

Figure 2.1 Interaction ritual chains, after Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains, p. 48.

the collective effervescence is a common morality, a ‘collective sense that the
group’s actions and belief are right, and that violations of the group norms
are wrong’.*! On the basis of Durkheim’s ideas, Collins developed a theory of
ritual which he calls ‘interaction ritual chains’. An interaction ritual, according
to him, is any encounter between two or more people where they mutually
focus their attention on something, thereby making it sacred (see Figure 2.1).>
Gathering like this creates boundaries against outsiders. The focus on a
common object or activity and the communication of this mutually shared
focus create a shared mood or emotional experience.

The ingredients of the ritual, especially the mutual focus and the shared
mood, feed back on and reinforce each other:

As the persons become more tightly focused on their common activity, more
aware of what each other is doing and feeling, and more aware of each other’s
awareness, they experience their shared emotion more intensely, as it comes
to dominate their awareness. Members of a cheering crowd become more
enthusiastic, just as participants of a religious service become more respectful

and solemn, or at a funeral become more sorrowful, than before they began.”

This feedback becomes even stronger when a ritual is repeated, leading to a
collective consciousness or collective effervescence, which in turn results in
solidarity with the group — a feeling of belonging together, of group identity.
Another important outcome of the ritual is the emergence of symbolic repre-
sentations of the group and the solidarity between its members which func-

tion as markers of group identity. “These symbols remind us of the powerful

21 Rossner and Meher, ‘Emotions’, 203.
> Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains, 49-50. In this, Collins follows Erving Goffman.
2 Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains, 48.
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teeling we felt during the ritual. We charge up objects with symbolic meaning
as a shortcut to representing the intense feeling of collective effervescence.”
Symbols can, for example, be artefacts (as, in the case of Shi‘ism, the soil from
the grave of al-Husayn), people (the imams) or words (the Karbala story). A
turther result of the collective effervescence is certain standards of morality
specific to the group. Finally, emotions raised through ritual, according to
Collins, can be not only dramatic and short-term (for example, enthusiasm
during the ritual itself), but also long-term heightened moods which extend
beyond the ritual in time (such as heightened self-esteem and feelings of attach-
ment to the group). These durable feelings Collins calls emotional energy, and
they are reactivated and reinforced each time a person takes part in the ritual.*
Thus, ‘the “charge” of short term emotional energy can be translated into
a long-term emotional state ... In this way, interaction rituals develop from
separate encounters into a series of ritual chains.””® Rossner and Meher fur-
ther argue that physical meetings between people are not necessary in order
to bring about emotional energy. In solitary rituals, such as solitary prayers,
the imagined presence and mutual communication with another person (for
example, unworldly or non-human characters) is sufficient to produce similar
results to a ritual at which other humans are bodily present.”

While the study of Shi‘ite rituals plays a relatively minor role in the present
work, I think that they are of the utmost importance for the development of
the Karbala story into a myth. As we will see in Chapter 11, various rituals,
such as the formal narration of the story in various gatherings, weeping over
the injustice and suffering that befell the family of the Prophet, and particu-
larly over the death of al-Husayn, and visiting his grave, all contributed to

raising the story into something more than an ordinary battle account.
On Sources and Methods

The Karbala story as it is analysed here had been retold in various versions
in historiographical works dating from the second to fourth/eighth to tenth

* Rossner and Meher, ‘Emotions’, 203. See also Summers-Effler, ‘Ritual Theory’, 141-6.

» Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains, 102-40. Collins demonstrates here that this is physiologically
confirmed.

Rossner and Meher, ‘Emotions’, 208. See also Assmann, Religion, 42.

¥ Rossner and Meher, ‘Emotions’, 216.

26



30 | THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHI'ITE IDENTITY

centuries. The historical reliability of the sources for early Islam has been a
matter of constant debate among scholars for the last hundred and fifty years;
and though much of the discussion has centred on the life and activity of
the Prophet Muhammad himself, the sources for the centuries after his death
have also been widely disputed.” In this section, I discuss the sources I have
used for this study and my assessment of them. They can be divided into two
main categories: historiographical works and poetry. I will also say a few words
about Shi‘ite hadiths, because although I have made only a very limited use of
these, some of the scholars I refer to base much of their research on them, and

they are thus indirectly relevant for the present study.
Historiographical Works

Historiography as a literary genre grew rather quickly in the first centuries of
Islam. Chase Robinson speaks of three phases in its development, roughly
corresponding to each of the first three centuries, and for the present study I
find it convenient to follow his model.” The historiographical material used in
this book is to various degrees related to all three phases.

The first phase, approximately up to the end of the first century after the
death of the Prophet, is difficult to reconstruct, because very few texts remain
from this time. The period was characterised by oral transmission, and only
towards its end do we see the emergence of written material. It seems that
among the earliest forms of historical texts were lists of people who were active
in various important events, such as the battles of the Prophet. The oldest
extant biographical material about the Prophet is also said to have appeared
towards the end of the first/seventh century, but this is debated by modern
scholars.®* As I will argue throughout the following chapters, the narratives

* Only a few examples of overviews of the sources and the debates about them can be given here:
see e.g. Donner, Narratives, 5-25; Kennedy, Prophet, 345-75; Noth and Conrad, Early Arabic
Historical Tradition; Robinson, Islamic Historiography; and particularly, on the life of Prophet,
Schoeler, Biography, 3-13.

» Robinson, Islamic Historiography, 18-38. Some other works on the emergence of Islamic histo-
riography are Roberts, ‘Early Islamic Historiography’s Humphreys, Islamic History; Noth and
Conrad, Early Arabic Historical Tradition; Donner, Narratives. This list is far from complete.

%% On the various opinions about the biographical material ascribed to ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr, see e.g.
Robinson, Islamic Historiography, 23—4; Gorke and Schoeler, ‘Reconstructing’; Die dltesten
Berichte; Shoemaker, “Urwa’s Sira’; Anthony, Mubammad, 102-5.
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about the Karbala battle and the subsequent events are to some extent prob-
ably based on oral traditions from this period.

The second phase occurred during the following century, up to
c. 215/830. Here, Islamic historiography was arranged in chronological pat-
terns. At this time, we see the emergence both of smaller monographs — such as
accounts of the Karbala event and the Tawwabitin, which will be studied in the
following chapters — and of more comprehensive biographies of the Prophet,
including Ibn Ishaq’s (d. c¢. 150/767) enormous world history, culminating
in the life and work of the Prophet.”® An important reason for the flowering
of historiography in this period was the Abbasid sponsorship of all kinds of
learning, including such historiography as legitimised the dynasty’s own posi-

»5

tion. Few of the ‘relatively brief and single-topic “monographs™ written in this
period have survived, except as edited versions incorporated into larger histo-
riographical compilations from the following century,** when the third phase
in historiographical writing took place. This phase continued up to roughly
the beginning of the fourth/tenth century. This, then, is the time when many
previous works were edited and compiled into large biographical, prosopo-
graphical and chronographical works,* such as the biography of the Prophet,
Sirat rasul Allah, by Ibn Hisham (d. 220/835), a chronologically arranged
biographical album of early Muslims called K7tab al-Tabaqat al-Kabir by Ibn
Sa‘d (d. 230/845), al-Baladhuri’s (d. 279/892) large genealogical work Ansab
al-Ashraf, and al-Tabar?’s (d. 310/923) huge world history Ta7ikh al-rusul
wa-l-mulitk. All the texts I study in the following chapters are found within
large works like these. In particular, while I have at times referred to other
versions for comparative purposes, I have based my analyses on the versions
incorporated in al-Tabari’s 72 7ikh, as these are the most comprehensive.
Although al-TabarT uses several sources when he narrates the group of
stories that relate to the Karbala affair (the events leading up to the battle and
the battle itself, the subsequent story of the Tawwabin, and finally the revenge
of al-Mukhtar),** the historian Lat b. Yahya al-Azdi, better known as Aba

Mikhnaf, stands out for his ubiquity, and for that reason we need to look a

3" On Ibn Ishaq and his Kizab al-Maghazi, see Anthony, Mubammad, 150-71.
32 Robinson, Islamic Historiography, 34.

3 On these categories, see Robinson, Islamic Historiography, S5-79.

% On this cycle of stories, see the introduction to Chapter 9.
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bit closer at this author and his work. More than 90 per cent of Al-Tabarf’s
account of the Karbala story is a reproduction of passages from Aba Mikhnaf’s
‘book’ Kitab maqtal al-Husayn.> For the story of the Tawwaban, al-Tabari
is still more dependent on Aba Mikhnaf: almost the whole of his account
seems to consist of Aba Mikhnaf’s ‘book’ Kitab Sulayman b. Surad wa-‘Ayn
al-Warda. Aba Mikhnaf is also one of al-Tabar’s most important sources for
the story of al-Mukhtar, though here he refers to other sources as well.

Abu Mikhnaf was a truly prolific author; it is not known exactly how
many works he produced, but between thirty and forty works are normally
ascribed to him.* Al-Tabari apparently did not have access to Aba Mikhnaf’s
books at first hand, but reproduced them in the version given by Hisham b.
al-Kalbi (d. 204/819), another productive writer, historian and genealogist,
who apparently faithfully quoted long passages from Aba Mikhnaf’s works.
Ibn al-Kalbi also included material from other authorities, which means that
his rendering of the texts of Aba Mikhnaf might to a certain extent have been
processed and edited. Although his long quotations from Aba Mikhnaf seem
to have been accurately reproduced, they could have been moved around so as
to fit his own version of the story. The same, of course, is true of al-Tabari’s
rendering of Ibn al-Kalbi. But a comparison of al-TabarT’s version with those
of other historians who also based their accounts on Aba Mikhnaf reveals
more or less the same order of related events, so it appears that al-Tabari’s text
is much the same as Aba Mikhnaf’s original.?

Very little is known about Aba Mikhnaf’s life. He was born in Kufa, and
considering that his writings mostly covered events in Iraq, he probably spent
most of his life there. Several scholars hold that the historical writings of Aba
Mikhnaf are to a large extent stories about his own family (the Mikhnaf family)
or tribe (al-Azd), who were deeply involved in the politics of Iraq, often on

3 Thave put the word ‘book’ in quotation marks in order to show that by this I do not mean a pub-
lished book in the modern sense. For a discussion of the question of oral and written material, see
Schoeler, The Oral and the Written, 28—44.

3 See Sezgin, Geschichte, vol. 1, 308. Ursula Sezgin mentions 39 titles (4bz Mibnaf, 99-116), and
Bahramian 37 (‘Aba Mikhnaf”).

7 Even the ‘original’ authors of Arabic historiography often produced several variant versions of a
text. For this reason, it is hardly correct to talk of an original version in the Western sense of the
word (Schoeler, The Oral and the Wiritten, 62-86).



STUDYING THE KARBALA STORY AS MYTH | 33

the side of the Shi‘ites.”® The question about Aba Mikhnaf’s religio-political
position is unsettled, and there are differing opinions among both Muslim
and Western scholars on this matter.?” Several modern scholars ascribe various
positions to him without argument. Thus, Fuat Sezgin makes him an Imami,
while Josef van Ess and Patricia Crone just state that he was a ‘soft Shi‘ite’,
that is, that he held the view that authority over the Muslim community
should have belonged to the family of the Prophet, but he could still accept
a non-Shi‘ite ruler.*® Others are more hesitant to ascribe a Shi‘ite inclination
to him.* The year of Aba Mikhnaf’s death is usually given as 157/774, but as
Bahramian demonstrates, there is only one source for this. Other sources give
a death date about a decade later.” To be safe, I will specify his year of death as
before 170/786-7.

Abu Mikhnaf’s historical writing, like most Arabic historiography from
the first centuries of Islam, is anecdotal to a large degree.* In general, longer
accounts, such as Aba Mikhnaf’s version of the Karbala story, are built from
many independent reports (khbabars), varying in length from one line to
several pages. A kbabar consists of two parts. The main text (matn) is the
anecdote itself, the historical information that is provided, while the matn
is introduced by the zsndd, the chain of authorities who have transmitted it,
beginning with the immediate authority of the compiler of the work and lead-
ing back to an eyewitness of the event or a famous authority of some kind
(legal hadiths are structured in the same way; the main difference between
hadiths and kbabars is their content).* Normally, the kbabars are lined up
to drive the narrative forwards, but sometimes (and especially in al-Tabari’s
work) a number of slightly different traditions on the same event are placed
together so as to give a complementary view, and at times traditions with com-
pletely opposite opinions of what happened are put together. The constant

3 Athamina, ‘Aba Mikhnaf’. See also Sezgin, Geschichte, vol.1, 308; Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’
Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”.

3 On Muslim scholars, see Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’.

0 Sezgin, Geschichte, vol. 1, 308; van Ess, Theologie, vol. 1, 311; Crone, Political Thought, 117-18. On
‘soft Shi‘ism’, see Chapter 10.

1 So, for example, Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’, and Athamina, ‘Abta Mikhnaf’.

4 Bahramian et al., ‘Abi Mikhnaf’.

# This paragraph is based on Leder, ‘Kbabar’ and Robinson, Islamic Historiography, 15-17.

“ For examples of kbabars, including their chains of transmission, see Chapter 7.
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use of the zsnad in the kbabar form has often led scholars from the Western
academic tradition to characterise Islamic historiography as traditionalistic
and conservative, playing down the role of the individual author.*® Ulrika
Martensson, however, argues that Zsndds in historiographical works have a role
similar to that of footnotes in present-day academic tradition. When al-Tabari
provides differing reports of the same event, he merely wants to show that
various eyewitnesses perceived the same event differently and to expose the
contribution of individual transmitters.* As every modern historian knows,
however, references in footnotes are not always accurate, and the zsnads of the
Arabic historians are even less accurate. They are no guarantee of the historical
reliability of their accounts. First, zsnads are often incomplete or even missing,
and are sometimes demonstrably fabricated. Second, even though the author

supports his accounts with Zsnads,

the khabar-form ... also conveys the personal opinions of the historian who
is writing. Studies of TabarT’s sections on specific historical events, e.g. the
second fitna, the murder of ‘Uthmian b. ‘Affan, and the Battle of the Camel,
show that his views come through in his arrangement and evaluation of

reports, and his interspersed comments.*”

The modern debate on the historical reliability of the kbabars has often
focused on the trustworthiness of the Zsnads. Since the 1990s, some scholars,
mainly from a German background, have developed a method for analysing
legal hadiths. Harald Motzki gave the most systematic description of this
method, which he called Zsnad-cum-matn analysis.*® In brief, the scholar fol-
lowing this method tries to correlate the variations of the matns with the Zsnads
to see if a specific variant of the matn corresponds to a particular transmission
history. In this way, the analyst should be able to discern whether or not two
or more versions of traditions are transmitted independently of one another.
Motzki himself mainly used this method on the study of legal hadiths, and

* Robinson, Islamic Historiography, 35; Mirtensson, ‘Discourse’, 292-3.

Mirtensson, ‘Discourse’, 296-7.

Martensson, ‘Discourse’, 297.

Several of his most important articles on methodology have been translated into English and are
published in Motzki et al., Analysing Muslim Traditions; a brief overview of the isnad-cum-matn
method is found on pp. 146-7 of that work.

46
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it has also been successfully used by Najam Haider on early Shi‘ite hadiths.*
Andreas Gorke and Gregor Schoeler have applied it to historical traditions
about Muhammad as well, but their studies have been criticised.*

While the isnad-cum-matn method can at times give positive results, espe-
cially with sources that originate after the turn of the second/eighth century, it
is hardly applicable in the present study. The method is primarily designed for,
and tested on, hadiths that have been widely disseminated and exist in many
versions. The historiographical texts that I work with often lack the Zsndds that
are found in hadiths with a legal content or in khabars relating the life of the
Prophet Muhammad. Furthermore, most of the accounts I analyse exist in a
few versions only, and thus the comparison of numerous versions — so impor-
tant for a Motzkean analysis — is impossible. My analysis of the historical texts
follows more traditional lines, which will be further described in connection
with each analysis.

Two basic criteria keep recurring throughout the analyses in the book,
however. One, the criterion of multiple independent sources, says that the
larger the number of sources that independently of one another indicate the
same thing, the more probable it is that the indication (for example, that a
certain event has occurred, or that a tradition originated at a certain time)
is correct.> The problem with this criterion is often not so much finding a
number of sources as determining whether they are mutually independent.
An example in this book is Chapter 3, where I have attempted to establish the
independence of three versions of the Karbala story.

The second general criterion is what has sometimes been called ‘the cri-
terion of embarrassment’. This says that words, actions and ideas that would
cause embarrassment for, or go against the interests of, the later community are
probably early.>> Ata stage later in the history of a group, once a mythology and

* Haider, Origins: his method is described in Chapter 2 of that work.

50 Gorke and Schoeler, ‘Reconstructing’; Gorke and Schoeler, Die dltesten Berichte. Their attempts
have been seriously criticised by Stephen J. Shoemaker (“Urwa’s Sira’), whose main argument
is that ‘Urwa’s letters are attested only (or almost only) in al-Tabarf’s works, and that several of
the Zsnads are suspicious and might well be inventions by al-Tabari or one of his sources. Gorke,
Schoeler and Motzki have responded in ‘First-Century Sources’.

> Meier, 4 Marginal Jew, vol. 1, 174-5. For a critique of this criterion in the study of the historical
Jesus, see Allison, ‘How to Marginalize’, and the response by Meier, 4 Marginal Jew, vol. V, 27,
n. 28.

2 Meier, A Marginal Jew, vol. 1, 168-71.
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ideology have already developed, the group is unlikely to create traditions that
contradict this. This criterion has often been used in studies on Islamic history.
One of the most famous examples is the episode of the so-called Satanic verses,
in which the Prophet Muhammad is said to have referred to pre-Islamic divini-
ties. Modern scholars deem this episode authentic because it casts the Prophet
in an unfavourable light and thus is unlikely to have been invented later.>* One
of several comparable examples in this book is to be found in Chapter 9 in
the discussion about the ‘chair of ‘Alf’. As references in the footnotes to this
paragraph reveal, both these criteria have their caveats. The biblical scholar
John P. Meier has written that ‘no criterion can be used mechanically and in
isolation; a convergence of different criteria is the best indicator of historicity’.>*
Used with care, however, these criteria have often yielded important results in
various fields of historical research.

Poctry

Meier further writes of the criterion of multiple independent attestations that
‘the force of this criterion is increased if a given motif or theme is found both
in different literary sources and different literary forms’.>> The idea behind this
statement is that a single author is less likely to produce material in different
literary genres, such as historiographic narratives, official letters, hadiths and
poetry. The Karbala story is of course narrated in various historiographical
writings, but it is also alluded to in poetry, some of which is purportedly much
older than the earliest historiography (see Chapter 11). The same is true of the
story of the Tawwiabun. As we will see in Chapter 5, the only narrative we have
of this suicidal mission is that of Aba Mikhnaf; all other accounts are based on
his. To my knowledge, there is only one source which is probably independent
of Aba Mikhnaf: a poem written by the famous poet A'sha Hamdan (d. 82
or 83/701 or 702).5¢ Also in al-Tabari’s rendering of the story of al-Mukhtir,

poems reflecting the events are interspersed (see Chapter 7). Thus it would

53 Shoemaker, “Urwa’s Sira’, 322—4, answering a critique of this criterion in Hoyland, “Writing the

Biography’.

> Meier, A Marginal Jew, vol. 1, 175. It is not unusual, for example, that unfavourable traditions
were forged by opponents of a group with the sole purpose of embarrassing them.

%5 Meier, A Marginal Jew, vol. 1, 174.

*¢ See below, Chapters S and 8.
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seem that we have a number of independent sources confirming the basic out-
lines of the historiographical narratives, and, what is more, sources belonging
to different genres.

Arabic poetry as a source for the early history of Islam is tricky, however.
First, the authenticity of the poems, in the sense that they are composed by
the person they are ascribed to, can seldom be verified. Just because al-Tabari
says that A‘sha Hamdan wrote the poem about the Tawwaban, we cannot
know if he actually did. Someone who lived later and had read Aba Mikhnaf’s
account might have written it and ascribed it to the famous A‘sha. In this case,
furthermore, it seems that the only source for this particular poem is al-Tabari.
He appended it to Aba Mikhnat’s account of the Tawwaban, but to my
knowledge it is not found anywhere independently of al-Tabari.””

A second problem is that as poems were transmitted and related in various
political and religious contexts, the content was often modified. Verses were
sometimes forgotten with the passage of time, and replaced by other verses; in
other cases, a compiler might have found the poem too long and included only
the verses he thought important; sometimes verses thought to be scandalous
and upsetting were removed or modified. A case in this book is the poem by
al-Zahi (d. 352/963) quoted in Chapter 11. The last line, in which al-Husayn is
called ‘he through whom all existence subsists’ and which could be interpreted
asaviolation of the Islamic doctrine of monotheism, is missing in one version.*®

This said, it seems that most modern historians are prepared to accept
poetry as an auxiliary source at least.” My position in this book is that poems
ascribed to famous and well-established poets are less likely to be forged, and
thus I will accept them, at least in the main, as genuine. As such they can be

used to complement, and at times to verify, the historiographical narratives.
Hadiths

Finally, a few words must be said about the hadiths ascribed to the imams

as historical sources. I will refer to these now and then, in particular when

57 El-Acheche, La poésie 5ite, 197-9.

> See e.g. al-Majlisi, Bibar, vol. XLV, 248, where also the first line is modified. I am grateful to Lovisa
Berg and Nejood al-Rubaye for this reference.

> So e.g. Crone and Hinds, God’s Caliph, passim; Donner, Narratives, 207; Robinson, Islamic
Historiography, 52; Webb, ‘Poetry’.
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describing the esoteric theology of early Shi‘ism. These descriptions are based
on the work of other scholars, in particular that of Mohammad Ali Amir-
Moezzi, and here I have adopted his view on the hadiths from the imams.

A hadith, like a kbabar, consists of two parts: (1) the main text, the infor-
mation given (matn), and (2) the chain of transmitters (¢sndd) preceding it.
Amir-Moezzi argues that we cannot accept the Zsnads of these hadiths.® It
is impossible to trace a particular hadith to the imam from which it is said to
have originated. But the hadiths from the pre-Buyid collections are neverthe-
less very old, and ‘characterized by teachings of an esoteric, initiatic, mysti-
cal even magical type and intense messianic coloration’.*’ Thus they express
ideas that were later discarded (see Chapter 10). My position, then, is that
while the attribution to a specific imam cannot be taken for granted, the
ideas expressed normally belong to the period between the second/eighth and
fourth/tenth centuries.

% The following paragraph is based on Amir-Moezzi, ‘On Spirituality’, but he argues similarly
throughout much of his authorship.

' Amir-Moezzi, ‘On Spirituality’, 111. See also Newman, Formative Period, 97-8. Similar ideas are
also found in the old texts studied by Asatryan in his Controversies.
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Three Times Karbala: Early Accounts
of the Killing of al-Husayn

Introduction

he story of the killing of al-Husayn b. ‘Ali at Karbala in 61/680 has reached

us in several versions, but, as previously mentioned, it has been subjected
to little investigation despite its importance throughout history." Two impor-
tant studies have compared the various early versions of the Karbala story. In
his survey of early Arabic accounts of the martyrdom of al-Husayn in 1984,
I. K. A. Howard claims to list all early ‘monographs or lengthy accounts on
the martyrdom of al-Husayn which we have some record of or which we can
surmise’ — nine accounts in all.>* Howard did an important job in tracing, col-
lecting and describing early versions of the Karbala tradition, and the present
study is deeply indebted to his article, in spite of my frequent disagreements
with his conclusions. Howard’s purpose, even if not explicitly stated, is clearly
to assess the value of the various early versions of the story as historical sources;
I will argue below that, on this point, his study is often problematic.

I have also benefited greatly from a more recent comparative study
of 2015 of the Karbala narrative by Antoine Borrut, who has investigated

two Muslim, as well as the extant Syriac Christian, versions of the story.

! See Hussain, ‘Developmental Analysis’, 1-8.

> Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 124. A notable omission in Howard’s study is the version of Ibn
Sa‘'d (Tabagat, vol. V1, 421-60). Sachau’s edition from 1904-40, which was the only one available
to Howard when he worked on his article, does not include the biography of al-Husayn (see Lucas,
‘Tbn Sa‘d’). Ibn Sa‘d’s account largely depends on Aba Mikhnaf, though he has some interesting
additional material. I was made aware of the new edition of Tzbagat late in my work, so I will only
occasionally refer to it.

41
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He discusses the problem of the almost total absence of the story from
Umayyad historiography, and its return in Abbasid times. Borrut concludes
that the two Muslim versions on which he focuses were ‘local and familial
memories’.? Thus, the ‘long version” by Aba Mikhnaf is written from a Kufan
perspective, to preserve the memory of the Karbala event from the perspective
of his own family, as his ancestors were active adherents of Shi‘ism. The ‘short
version’, on the other hand, was transmitted by al-Husayn’s grandson, the fifth
imam, Abua Ja‘far al-Bagir, who lived in Medina. Hence, according to Borrut,
this version preserved the memory of the event from the perspective of the
‘Alid family in Medina.

This chapter will analyse and compare the three earliest complete recen-
sions of the Karbala story that are available to us. I will explain below what
I mean by ‘complete’ versions; although some earlier accounts seem to have
existed, only fragments of these are still extant.* The three versions studied
here are ascribed to or were compiled by the fifth Shi‘ite imam, Aba Ja‘far
al-Baqjir (d. 114/732-3), the Kufan traditionist al-Husayn b. ‘Abd al-Rahman
(d. 136/753-4),> and the Kufan historian Aba Mikhnaf (d. before 170/786-7).¢
All three versions are reproduced in the Ta%ikh al-rusul wa-I-mulik’ of
al-Tabari (d. 311/923), and I will use his rendering as my point of departure,
although I will make comparisons with other sources when necessary.®

An important question is, of course, whether the three versions analysed
here are interdependent in any way. Did any of these authors, in other words,
use one of the other accounts as a source, and abbreviate it, expand it, or in
other ways use parts of it when composing a new version? In what follows,
I will argue that, although there are several close similarities between the
three versions, the differences are far too significant to hypothesise the direct

* Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”, 271.

* Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 124-7.

In order not to confuse him with al-Husayn b. ‘Ali, I will henceforth use his patronymic Ibn ‘Abd
al-Rahman, though it is a bit clumsy.

On Aba Mikhnaf’s death date, see Chapter 2.

7 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 216-390; English translation by Howard in al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX,
1-183.

According to Ali J. Hussain there is a source on the Karbala story by a certain al-Fadil b. al-Zubayr
(d. 110-145/728-62), which has not been available to me. This seems to be more a list of names of
the people killed with al-Husayn than a narrative of the battle, however (‘Developmental Analysis’,
17-18).
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dependence of one of the texts upon the other. Apart from certain differ-
ences in structure and content which will be discussed below, the wording
and phrasing of the three texts are divergent enough to preclude one of the
versions having been used as a model for the others. When various compil-
ers base their accounts on, for example, Aba Mikhnaf’s version — as, in part,
did al-Baladhuri, al-Tabari and al-Ya‘qabi - long passages are almost word
for word identical. When a section is abbreviated in one version, often what
remains is not just summarised in the compiler’s own words, but, even when
parts have been left out, the very phrasing of the original is frequently used.
To take only one example: when al-Baladhuri’s and al-TabarT’s rendering
of the first meeting between al-Husayn and al-Hurr and their followers are
compared, we see that, although al-Baladhuri’s version is much shorter and
structured somewhat differently from al-Tabari’s, the words and phrases used
are almost the same.” Though al-Baladhuri does not give an zszdd at this point
in his account, it is clear that both historians base their accounts of this epi-
sode on the same text. According to al-Tabari, this is Aba Mikhnaf."® When
the three versions discussed in the present study are compared, on the other
hand, we see very few verbatim correspondences of this kind. Only in a few
places, where the words of a person or a poem are quoted, is such an agreement
in words and phrasing to be seen in the versions of al-Baqir and Aba Mikhnaf.
In Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmain’s version, there are no such close resemblances with
the other two. This paucity of correspondence, in my opinion, clearly argues
against any one version being dependent on any of the others. Rather, I believe
that the three versions emerged independently of one another. Where there
are close correspondences between two versions, these are based on common
reports and earlier traditions.

I stated above that the three versions of the Karbala story that I will study
here are the earliest complete versions available to us. By complete, I mean that
they include all or most of the following sections:"!

? Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 111, 380; al-Tabari, Tarikh, I1, 295-6.

10" Al-Baladhuri gives an iszdd reaching back to Abt Mikhnaf at the beginning of his account, while
al-Tabari provides zsnads for each kbabar.

"' Comprehensive and readable, though uncritical summaries of the story, based mainly on Aba
Mikhnaf’s version, are found in Jafti, Origins, 174-221 and Veccia Vaglieri, ‘Husayn’.
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Section 1. The Succession to Mu ‘awiya

At the death of the caliph Mu‘awiya in Damascus, al-Husayn, who has
been living in Medina, is commanded to give his pledge of allegiance,
his baya, to Mu‘awiya’s son Yazid in the presence of the governor
in Medina. Al-Husayn manages to leave for Mecca without giving his

bay‘a.

Section 2. The Call of the Kufans, Muslim b. ‘Aqil’s Journey to Kufa and the
Appointment of Ibn Ziyad as New Governor

While in Mecca, al-Husayn receives letters from the Shi‘ites in Kufa, asking
him to come and lead them in an insurrection against the governor there,
the lenient al-Nu‘man b. Bashir. Al-Husayn sends his cousin, Muslim
b. ‘Aqil, to Kufa to gather information. On his way through the desert,
Muslim gets lost and almost dies of thirst. When he arrives, a large number
of Shi‘ites secretly pledge their alliance to al-Husayn. The new caliph
Yazid learns of this and replaces al-Nu‘man with the ruthless ‘Ubaydallih
b. Ziyad as governor.

Section 3. Muslim’s Mission in Kufa and his Death

Muslim stays with Hani’ b. ‘Urwa, and Ibn Ziyad learns of this. He
arrests Hani’ and tries to force him to hand Muslim over, but Hani’
refuses. On hearing this, Muslim gathers the Shi‘ites and marches on the
governor’s palace with several thousand men. However, the people desert
him little by little, and eventually Muslim is left alone. He is captured
at the house of a woman, where he is trying to hide. He and Hani” are
executed.

Section 4. Al-Husayn’s Journey to Iraq, bis Interception and Negotiations
with Umarb. Sa’d

Ignorant of the latest developments, al-Husayn sets out from Mecca
towards Kufa. On the way he is told of the killing of Muslim, but
decides to continue. He is intercepted by a vanguard of the governor’s
army and forced to stop in the desert. When the main army arrives,
al-Husayn tries to negotiate with the commander, ‘Umar b. Sa‘d, but to

no avail.
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Section 5. The Battle and the Killing of al-Husayn

The Kufan army engages in battle with al-Husayn and his followers.
Al-Husayn’s baby son is killed, together with almost all male relatives in his
group. Finally, al-Husayn himself is killed and decapitated.

Section 6. The Aftermath of the Battle
The survivors of al-Husayn’s family are brought before the governor Ibn
Ziyad, then sent to Yazid in Damascus. From there, Yazid allows them to

return to Medina.

This outline is what Najam Haider calls the ‘core structure’ of the story,
the elements shared by all or most of the versions.”” This core has been fleshed
out by the development and addition of ‘narrative elements’ which are ‘crafted
by historians in a process of rhetorical elaboration and embellishment’.”
Historians may have different motives for transmitting a story, and may thus
use various rhetorical devices to make sense of a core structure in the context
in which they are active. This context Haider calls the ‘narrative framework’ of
the historian. He proposes a three-step method for analysis of stories in Islamic
historiography. The first step is to identify the core structure, the second
to compare and categorise the various narrative elements, and the third to
establish the narrative framework.'* Although I began working on the present
study before reading Haider’s book, I realise that this is more or less the same
method as the one I use, though in a less detailed and systematic manner than
he employs it.

Of the three versions, that composed by Aba Mikhnat is definitely the
longest and most detailed. It takes up around 80 to 85 per cent of al-Tabar’s
compilation of sources for the Karbala drama, while al-Baqir’s version rep-
resents about S per cent of the text, and that of Ibn “Abd al-Rahman is even
shorter. Aba Mikhnaf’s account deals with each of the sections at length;
al-Baqir’s account has something on each of the sections, but at times as little

2 Haider, Rebel, 6-7,15-16.
13 Haider, Rebel, 7.
% Haider, Rebel, 6-9.
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as a sentence or two. Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman omits Section 1 completely, but has

material on all the other sections.
The Three Versions Compared

The story falls naturally into two parts, the first relating the events up to
the execution of Muslim b ‘Aqil in Kufa (Sections 1-3), and the second
recounting al-Husayn’s journey from Mecca, the battle at Karbala, and its
aftermath (Sections 4-6). The analysis that follows will point to some of the
most significant differences and similarities between the three versions by,
first, comparing Sections 1-3 in Aba Mikhnaf and al-Baqir section by sec-
tion, then going on to compare these with the same sections in the version of
Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman. I will then proceed in the same way with Sections 3-6
in Aba Mikhnaf’s and al-Baqir’s versions, before comparing these with Ibn
‘Abd al-Rahmain’s.

Section 1. The Succession to Mu awiya

Al-Bagqir’s version has a few sentences about Mu‘awiya’s death, al-Husayn’s
refusal to give his pledge of allegiance to Yazid, and his escape by night to
Mecca.” Aba Mikhnaf’s account of these events is several pages long, and
thus much more detailed. He relates how not only al-Husayn but also
‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr refuse to give their bay% to Yazid and take refuge in
Mecca.'¢

Section 2. The Call of the Kufans, Muslim b. ‘Aqil’s Journey and the
Appointment of Ibn Ziyad as New Governor

Al-Baqir’s and Aba Mikhnaf’s versions follow the same basic structure:

1. The Kufans send messages to al-Husayn, telling him that they support him
and reject the Umayyad governor al-Nu‘min b. Bashir. They ask him to
come.

2. Al-Husayn sends Muslim b. ‘Aqil to Kufa. Muslim gets lost in the desert
and almost dies of thirst.

5 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 227-8
16" Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 216-23.
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3. Muslim stays with one of the inhabitants of Kufa for a while (the two ver-
sions differ as to whom), and the Shi‘ites of Kufa begin to visit him in large
numbers.

4. Al-Nu‘man b. Bashir is accused of taking too lenient an attitude towards
the Shi‘ites, and messages are sent to Yazid.

S. Yazid appoints ‘Ubaydallih b. Ziyad as governor of Kufa (for this passage
in Aba Mikhnaf; see discussion below, and note 24).

6. Ibn Ziyad travels from Basra to Kufa and enters the city veiled. The people

think it is al-Husayn who has arrived.

Although the narrative structure of the two versions is similar, there are con-
siderable differences in detail. Aba Mikhnaf’s version is of course much longer
and more detailed than al-Baqir’s."”” In addition to elements that are not extant
in al-Bagir’s text (such as dialogues in direct speech and names of persons
involved), Aba Mikhnaf’s text also includes several longer passages that are
not found in al-Biqir’s account. The most obvious of these are a letter sent by
al-Husayn in reply to the Kufans,' a passage about the Basran Shi‘ites recount-
ing how one of them decides to go to join al-Husayn," and a letter written by
al-Husayn to the Basrans asking them to join him.*

The two versions disagree on where Muslim first stayed when he arrived in
Kufa. Whereas al-Bagjr says that he stayed with Muslim b. ‘Awsaja, who later
foughtand died with al-Husayn at Karbala,® Aba Mikhnaf has it that he stayed
with al-Mukhtiar b. Abi ‘Ubayd, known as the leader of a Shi‘ite insurrection in
Kufa a few years later.”> Al-Baqir also relates an episode not mentioned by Aba
Mikhnaf. He writes that, when the caliph Yazid is informed about the gover-
nor Ibn Bashir’s mildness towards the Shi‘ites in Kufa, he asks for the counsel
of his mawla Sarjan, who advises Yazid to make Ibn Ziyad the new governor in
Kufa.” This event is not related by Aba Mikhnaf, although a report with this

7 In the Leiden edition, al-Baqir’s account is only about one page long (al-Tabari, Ta7ikb, 11,
228-9), whereas Aba Mikhnaf’s covers almost nine pages (al-Tabari, 72z 7ikh, 11, 233-9, 240-2).

8 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 235.

1 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 235-6.

2 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 240-1.

2 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 228.

? Al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, 237. On al-Mukhtar, see Chapter 9.

% Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 228.
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content from another authority, ‘Awina b. al-Hakam al-Kalbi, is inserted into
Abu Mikhnaf’s account as transmitted by Tabari.**

Finally, as mentioned above, the phrasing of the texts is mostly divergent
enough to preclude a close interdependence. Only one sentence in this section
is almost word for word the same: the answer by al-Nu‘man b. Bashir to those
who accuse him of being too lenient towards Muslim and the Shi‘ites. In both
versions, he replies almost verbatim, ‘T would prefer to be weak in obedience to
God than strong in disobedience of God.””

Section 3. Muslim’s Mission in Kufa and his Death

As in the previous sections, al-Bagir’s and Aba Mikhnat’s accounts are struc-

turally similar:

1. Muslim moves to live in the house of Hani’ b. ‘Urwa (in al-Baqjir’s account
this is narrated after the event, at a later stage in the narrative).

2. Ibn Ziyad sends a spy with 3,000 dirhams to infiltrate the Shi‘ites. One
of the leading Shi‘ites takes the spy to Muslim. The infiltrator reports
Muslim’s location to Ibn Ziyad.

3. Ibn Ziyad asks his nobles why Hani” has not come to visit him. The gov-
ernor sends Ibn al-Ash‘ath, a Kufan nobleman, and some other men to go
and fetch him.

4. Ibn Ziyad asks Hani’ where Muslim is, and reveals the spy.

5. Hani’ refuses to hand Muslim over. Ibn Ziyad strikes Hani” on his fore-
head, wounding him, and orders his execution.

6. Muslim learns of Hani’s death sentence and raises the battle cry. Four

thousand men gather with him. They march on the governor’s palace.

* Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 239. It looks as though ‘Awina’s report continues beyond the episode of
Sarjan, relating how Yazid commands Muslim b. “Amr al-Bahili to go to Basra and hand over the
letter of appointment to Ibn Ziyad. I do not think this is so, however. Al-Baladhuri — who appar-
ently follows Aba Mikhnaf when relating this section - talks about Muslim b. ‘Amr’s mission to
Ibn Ziyad, but does not mention the episode with Sarjan (al-Baladhuri, 4nsab, vol. 11, 335). This
makes me inclined to think that, in al-TabarT’s account, the first part of the report (about Sarjan)
is from ‘Awana according to the isndd, whereas the second part (the one about Muslim b. ‘Amr)
actually comes from Aba Mikhnaf, even though no zsnad is provided.

> Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 228, 239.
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7. Ibn Ziyad gathers the nobles of the town. They observe Muslim and his
men from the palace and induce them to leave. Muslim’s men gradually
desert him.

8. Muslim wanders through the streets alone and reaches the house of a
woman who gives him water to drink and takes him into her house.

9. Her son discloses Muslim’s hiding place to Ibn al-Ash‘ath, who informs
Ibn Ziyad. The governor sends a group of men commanded by ‘Amr
b. Hurayth to get Muslim. Muslim fights them. Finally, he gets a guaran-
tee of safe conduct, and surrenders himself.

10. Muslim is brought to Ibn Ziyad, who has him executed on the palace
roof, and his body thrown down. Hani’ too is executed.

11. A poem is quoted (al-Bagir cites three of the eight verses quoted by Aba
Mikhnaf).

The general structure of this section is very similar in both versions. Even many
of the details, such as the names of some of the persons involved, the sum of
money given to the spy, Hani”s beating and injury at Ibn Ziyad’s command,
the number of people responding to Muslim’s battle cry, the woman giving
shelter to Muslim and her son revealing his whereabouts, as well as the final
poem quoted, are the same in both accounts.

On the other hand, there are significant differences. Once again, al-Baqir’s
text is considerably shorter than Abt Mikhnaf’s.** As in Section 2, this is
because Aba Mikhnaf not only elaborates on the events described, but also
includes a couple of episodes that al-Baqir does not narrate. Thus, Aba
Mikhnaf relates how Hani” and Sharik b. A‘war fall ill, and that there is a plot
to murder Ibn Ziyad when he pays the sick men visits.” Another event found
in Aba Mikhnaf’s version but not in that of al-Baqir is Ibn Ziyad’s gathering
of his loyal supporters in the mosque after Muslim and his men have left the
palace.”®

Again, the divergent wordings and phrasings of the two versions rule out

a direct dependence. In this section, literal correspondences are to be found in

% Al-Bagqir has about one and a half pages on this section (al-Tabari, 7z 7ikh, II, 230-2), compared
to the twenty-five pages of Abt Miknaf’s version (al-Tabari, Ta rikh, 11, 246-71).

¥ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 247-9.

2 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 259-61.
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two places only. The first is a short proverb uttered by Ibn Ziyad to the gddi
Shurayh when Hani’ arrives at the palace. He says, ‘His own legs have brought
you one who will be destroyed.”” The second is a poem quoted at the end of
the section, lamenting the deaths of Hani’ and Muslim.*® Aba Mikhnaf cites

eight verses, al-Baqir three.
Ibn ‘Abd al-Rabman on Sections 1-3

I will now examine Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s account of what befalls Hani’ and
Muslim in Kufa in relation to al-Bagir’s and Abta Mikhnaf’s versions, before
moving on to the second part of the story. The three sections studied so far are
even briefer in the version by Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman than in that of al-Bagqir, and
in some respects this account differs significantly from both the others. Thus,
Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman mentions nothing about the succession to Mu‘awiya, and
the first part of Sections 2 and 3, up to the capture of Hanf’, is very short. He
does not account for such important events as the change of governor in Kufa.
Nor does he mention Muslim’s perilous journey to Kufa, during which he
nearly dies of thirst, nor that he stays with someone else first before moving on
to Hani’ on his arrival in Kufa; nor does he mention the spy sent by Ibn Ziyad
to infiltrate the Shi‘ites. All of these details, as we have seen, are to be found in
al-Bagqir’s slightly longer account, and of course in even more extended and
detailed form in that of Aba Mikhnaf. Still, thus far, the three versions are
structurally similar in the sense that the events are related in the same order.
It is also interesting to note that, while Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin consequently
uses the patronymic Ibn Ziyad when referring to the governor, al-Baqir refers
to him by his given name, ‘Ubaydallah, throughout his entire narrative. The
only exception in al-Baqir’s account is the first two times the (future) gover-

nor is mentioned, when his full name is given.”> In Aba Mikhnaf’s account,

» Al-Tabari, Taikh, 11, 229, 251. In Arabic, this proverb contains only three words: ‘Aratka
bi-ha’inin rijlabu’.

30 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 232, 269-70.

3! Tt is only about seven lines long in the Leiden edition (al-Tabari, Ta 7ikh, 11, 284), as compared to
just over two pages in al-Baqir’s version (al-Tabari, Tz 7ikh, II, 228-30), not counting the zsndds.
Nor have I counted the two lines, which are added to Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s account from a report
of al-Husayn b. Nasr, containing a sharp exchange of words between Hani> and Ibn Yazid. These
lines are not found in al-BaladhurT’s version (Ansab, Vol. I11, 422).

32 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 228.
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the full name of the governor, his patronymic and his first name are used
interchangeably.

In Section 3, however, the sequence of events in Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s
version differs in important respects from the sequence in the other two.* Like
al-Baqir and Aba Mikhnat, Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman tells us that Muslim’s follow-
ers are already beginning to desert him as they make their way to the governor’s
palace; but in contrast to the other two versions, in Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s
account the remaining core of Muslim’s people — about fifty men — enter the
mosque when they reach the centre,* as does Ibn Ziyad (and, presumably, his
companions). Some of the governor’s people attack Muslim and his follow-
ers: they wound Muslim severely, but he manages to get away and reaches a
house of the tribe of Kinda, where a woman kindles a fire for him. Later, he is
captured at that house as he washes the blood from himself; no fight is men-
tioned at this stage. What is significant here, then, is that Muslim encounters
the governor’s men, and that the fight at which he is wounded is located at a
different time and place than in al-Bagir’s and Aba Mikhnaf’s versions. This,
in fact, seems to be in line with a report from the traditionist Isa b. Yazid
al-Kinani (d. c. 134/750),% and the account of Ibn Sa‘d.* Thus, it appears that
two versions of what happened during the insurrection led by Muslim were in
circulation: one - transmitted by Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin, Tsa b. Yazid and Ibn
Sa‘d - in which the battle between Muslim and Ibn Ziyad’s men takes place
in the main mosque, before Muslim’s solitary wanderings along the lanes of
Kufa, and the other - related by al-Baqir and Aba Mikhnaf — in which the

fight occurs later, at the house of the widow who takes him in.

Section 4. Al-Husayn’s Journey to Irag, his Interception and Negotiations
with Umar

Returning now to al-Baqir and Aba Mikhnaf, we notice that, with one notable

exception, al-Husayn’s journey from Mecca to Iraq and the immediate prelude

3 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 284-5. This seems to be in line with a report from Haran b. Muslim
(al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, 272) or more probably ‘Umar b. Shabba (see al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX,
65, n. 224).

3 Al-Baladhuri does not mention the mosque (Ansab, vol. 11, 422-3).

5 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 272. According to al-Dhahabi (Mizan, vol. V, 395), Tsa b. Yazid died before
Milik b. Anas (d. 179/796). See also Ladewig Petersen, ‘Ali and Mu Gwiya, 28.

3¢ Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, vol. V1, 433.
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to the battle at Karbala follow the same basic pattern. The exception is their
accounts of the meeting between al-Husayn and al-Hurr b. Yazid al-Yarba,
and of the role of al-Hurr in the Karbala tragedy. We will return to this below.

The basic narrative of this section goes as follows:

1. Al-Husayn sets out from Mecca.

2. He meets people who warn him against going to Kufa.

3. The brothers of Muslim b. ‘Aqil refuse to give up quietly, as they want
vengeance for their brother,’” and al-Husayn moves on.

4. The vanguard of Ibn Ziyad’s troops confront al-Husayn and his followers,
who turn aside to a location where they have their back to the reeds so that
they can be attacked from one direction only. Al-Husayn has his tents
set up.

S. ‘Umarb. Sa‘'d, previously appointed governor of Rayy by Ibn Ziyad, is now
commanded to lead the army against al-Husayn. ‘Umar at first hesitates
and then, the following day, accepts.

6. When ‘Umar arrives at the place where al-Husayn has encamped, the latter
asks for permission to return to Mecca, to go to Yazid and pledge his loy-
alty directly to him, or to go into exile at one of the frontier posts. ‘Umar
accepts, but Ibn Ziyad refuses and demands that al-Husayn submit to him
personally. Al-Husayn refuses that option.

Despite the similarities, the differences here between the two versions are more
substantial than in previous sections. First, while in the previous sections Aba
Mikhnaf’s version was longer than that of al-Baqir, the difference in length
between the two versions is much more pronounced here.*® As before, Aba
Mikhnaf has elaborated on the events described by both authors, and he fur-
thermore includes a number of events not found in al-Bagjir’s version. Among
these are Qays b. Mushir’s mission to Kufa and his killing there,” the long

[

7 While in Aba Mikhnaf’s version it is explicitly stated that al-Husayn and his company have been
informed about Muslim’s death (al-Tabari, Tarikh, II, 292), in al-Baqir’s version this is only
implied (al-Tabari, 7z rikb, I1, 281).

More than fifty pages in Aba Mikhnaf’s version (al-Tabari, 72 7ikh, 11, 272-81, 288-309, 311-35),
compared to about one page by al-Baqir (al-Tabari, Tz 7ikb, 11, 281-2).

3 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 288-9.

3

%
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episode in which al-Hurr intercepts al-Husayn at Dha Husum and al-Husayn

gives several speeches,”

the battle.!

As mentioned above, one of the main divergences between the two ver-

and various preparations and negotiations before

sions is in their descriptions of the meeting between al-Husayn and al-Hurr
and the role and function of the latter in the story. According to al-Bagqir,
al-Husayn met al-Hurr, and him alone, outside Qadisiyya on his way to Kufa.
Al-Hurr warned al-Husayn against going to Kufa, but the latter decided to
continue.* This is all we hear of al-Hurr in al-Baqir’s version — just a couple
of lines. Abai Mikhnaf, on the other hand, has al-Hurr play a much more
significant role.” There, we read nothing of the meeting at Qadisiyya. Instead,
al-Hurr is depicted as commander of the Kufan vanguard that intercepts
al-Husayn and his followers. Aba Mikhnaf reports that al-Hurr was clearly
uneasy about his task of arresting the grandson of the Prophet, and that he tried
to get al-Husayn to surrender peacefully and come with him to Kufa. Later,
when the battle is about to begin, he deserts the Kufan army and joins with
al-Husayn. To Aba Mikhnaf, then, al-Hurr is one of the main protagonists
of the Karbala story. Another difference between the two versions, although
a much smaller detail, is that al-Bagir mentions the number of al-Husayn’s
followers: 45 horsemen and 100 foot soldiers.*

Section 5. The Battle and the Killing of al-Husayn

The description of the battle itself is the part of the story where al-Baqgir’s and
Abut Mikhnaf’s versions differ the most. The basic structure is similar in both

accounts:

1. The fighting takes place.
2. Al-Husayn’s baby boy is killed in his lap.
3. Al-Husayn is killed and his head is cut off.

“° Al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, 295-302. These speeches are analysed in Chapter 4.
4 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 316-35.

42 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 281.

# Al-Tabari, Ta’vikh, 11, 295-303, 332-5.

“ Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 281.
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Although the order of events is similar in both versions, al-Bagir dedicates
no more than five lines to this entire section,* whereas Abta Mikhnaf spends
almost thirty pages elaborating on the details of the battle up to the death of
al-Husayn.* For example, in relating the actual killing of al-Husayn, Aba
Mikhnaf describes the fighting, the various blows and stabs he receives, the
names of the people involved in killing him, how he is put to death, an abor-
tive attempt to cut off his head before it is actually severed, and so forth.*’
Al-Bagir’s account of the same episode is extremely laconic: ‘He fought
until he was killed. A man of the tribe of Madhhij killed him and cut off
his head.*

Both versions give an account of the killing of al-Husayn’s baby boy.*
According to the Zsnads this is, in fact, the only report in Aba Mikhnaf’s entire
account that he derives from al-Baqir. Again, Aba Mikhnat’s version is slightly
more elaborated, and the prayer that al-Husayn utters when his son is killed is
somewhat different. I will return to this incident below.

Section 6. The Aftermath of the Battle

Both versions narrate the events after the battle in more or less the same
order:

1. Al-Husayn’s head is brought to Ibn Ziyad, who forwards it to Yazid.
According to al-Bagqir, Yazid pokes his cane into the mouth of the severed
head of al-Husayn; according to Aba Mikhnaf, both Ibn Ziyad and Yazid
do so.

2. The survivors from al-Husayn’s family are brought before Ibn Ziyad.

3. A boy or young man* from among them, who was ill during the battle,
is the only male survivor from al-Husayn’s family. Ibn Ziyad threatens to
kill him, but al-Husayn’s sister Zaynab pleads for him, and the governor
relents.

# Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 282.

4 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 335-60, 362-6.

47 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 365-6.

8 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 282.

# Al-Baqir’s version is found in al-Tabari, Tz 7ikb, II, 282, and that of Aba Mikhnaf in al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh, 11, 360.

On this, see the discussion below.
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4. The family is taken to Yazid in Damascus. There, a man from Syria asks the
caliph to give him one of the women, but Yazid turns down the request.

S. Yazid takes them into his own family and equips them for the journey to
Medina.

6. When the family arrives in Medina, a woman recites a poem of lamentation
(slightly shorter in Aba Mikhnaf’s version).

Again, the two accounts differ greatly in length.>® Most of the differences
are due to Aba Mikhnaf’s more detailed rendering. Both versions, however,
relate the incident of the young boy who had been too il to fight during the
battle and had thus survived. Ibn Ziyad wants to kill him, but when Zaynab
pleads for his life, the governor relents and allows him to live. According to
Abut Mikhnaf and all later tradition, this lad was ‘Ali b. al-Husayn (the fourth
Shi‘ite imam, Zayn al-“Abidin).* In the account given by al-Bagqir, however, his
name is not mentioned: it is merely stated that ‘the only male member of the
family of al-Husayn b. “Ali who had survived was a young lad who had been
sick and had rested with the women’.%* It is curious that al-Baqir (if the text
originates from him or his milieu) does not mention the name of the person
who is to become next imam, al-Baqir’s own father. I will discuss the possible
implications of this omission below. Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin does not mention

this incident at all.
Ibn ‘Abd al-Rabman on Sections 4-6

Sections 4—6 in the version by Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman are slightly shorter than in
that of al-Baqjir. The account of the battle itself is as terse as in that of al-Bagr,
and in fact, Ibn “‘Abd al-Rahmin only implies the killing of al-Husayn: ‘On his
horse, [Umarb. Sa‘d] ordered the people to attack them, and they fought them.
The head of al-Husayn was taken to Ibn Ziyad.”* In other words, although
they phrase their reports of the battle and the killing of al-Husayn differently,

5! In al-Bagqir’s version, this section fills a little more than one page (al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, 282-3),

and Aba Mikhnaf uses almost fifteen pages (al-Tabari, Tz 7ikb, I1, 366-9, 370-4, 376-9, 382-3,
384-5, 385).

52 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 372-3.

>3 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 283. I discuss alternatives to Howard’s translation below.

>t Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 286.
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al-Bagir and Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman have in common that their descriptions are
as brief as can be, in stark contrast to the elaborated account of Abi Mikhnaf.
A further shared characteristic is that they mention Karbala as the name of
the site of the battle.> Aba Mikhnaf, by contrast, mentions this toponym
only once in a scene at the very end of the story, when a certain ‘Ubaydallih
b. al-Hurr visits the grave regretting that he did not join al-Husayn.*

Although the general sequence of the elements in the story is the same,
Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin’s version has some details exclusively in common with
Abu Mikhnaf. As mentioned above, al-Hurr is given very different roles in
al-Baqir’s and Aba Mikhnaf’s accounts. Though Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s
account is much briefer that that of Aba Mikhnaf, it relates that al-Hurr is
commander of some cavalry and recounts how he deserts the Kufan army and
joins al-Husayn, fights for him, and kills two of the governor’s followers.*” Ibn
‘Abd al-Rahmin does not mention that al-Hurr was the commander of the
vanguard and intercepted al-Husayn before the main army arrived, nor does
he say anything either about al-Husayn’s speeches or al-Hurr’s attempts to
persuade him to surrender without a fight and follow him to Kufa. Still, Ibn
‘Abd al-Rahman and Abta Mikhnaf have much more in common regarding
al-Hurr than either of these two has with al-Baqgir on this matter.

There are also other details preceding the battle that are shared in the
accounts of Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin and Aba Mikhnaf. Both, for instance, men-
tion Zuhayr b. al-Qayn, one of al-Husayn’s most ardent followers. Both also
mention a speech delivered by al-Husayn (although Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman
says nothing about its content), and both also mention that the governor
has to explicitly command ‘Umar b. Sa‘d to attack al-Husayn before he does
s0.”® Al-Bagqir, by contrast, mentions none of these details. Furthermore, the
authors’ different appellations of the governor mentioned above continue

throughout these sections.

>> Al-Tabari, Tarikb, 11, 281 and 285 respectively.

3¢ Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 388-9. I will come back to Ibn al-Hurr’s visit at Karbala in Chapter 11.

57" Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 285-6.

% For all these details in Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s account, see al-Tabari, 7z 7ikh, 11, 286; in Aba
Mikhnaf’s account, Zuhayr b. al-Qayn is mentioned in several places, such as al-Tabari, Ta 7ikh, 11,
290-1, 301, 323, 331-2; al-Husayn’s speech al-Tabari, Ta rikh, 11, 328-30; and Ibn Ziyad’s com-
mand to ‘Umar to attack, in al-Tabari, 7z 7ikh, I1, 315-17.
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An element of the story which Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin alone relates is a scene
of a group of old men from Kufa standing on a hill (presumably overlooking
the battlefield*’), weeping and asking God to send His help. The narrator Sa‘d
b. ‘Ubayda tells them to go down and help ‘him’ (the pronoun apparently
refers to al-Husayn, although this is not made explicir).

The incident of the ruler poking his cane into the mouth of the severed
head of al-Husayn is related in all three versions, but the perpetrator is vari-
ously given as the caliph Yazid and/or his governor in Kufa, Ibn Ziyad.¢* A
comparison between the versions may reveal who it is that the author of each
account ultimately blames for the atrocities committed against the grand-
son of the Prophet. In al-Biqir’s account, it is the caliph who pokes inside
the mouth of the severed head; according to Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman, it is Ibn
Ziyad. Aba Mikhnat gives two versions, one with each of the two desecrating
the head.

In my view the four versions clearly stem from a single tradition which
has been adapted to suit the needs of the originators of the three accounts.
Although there are certainly differences between the four versions, the struc-
tural similarities are too numerous to allow for two similar incidents, one at Ibn
Ziyad’s palace in Kufa and another with Yazid in Damascus (see Table 3.1).

The Interrelationship of the Three Versions

To summarise the analysis so far, I conclude that none of the three versions
of the Karbala story is dependent on any of the others. While the narrative
structure is similar (although not identical), the differences between them, as
regards both phrasing and content, show clear signs of independent develop-
ment. The wording of each of the three narratives diverges too far from the
other two to allow hypothesising a common original text. A similar conclusion
follows from the variations in content: each of the three versions lacks certain
elements of the narrative found in the other two, while all three relate details

unique only to them. Thus, although we have three versions of a story that

*> So it is interpreted by Howard (al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX, 80), and I see no reason to think
otherwise.

¢ Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 286.

¢! The four versions of the incident are found in al-Tabari, 7z 7ikh, 11, 282-3, 286, 370-1, 382-3.
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closely resemble one another, none of the versions appears to have functioned
as a source or model for the others.

Nevertheless, we may be able to draw tentative conclusions about the
origins of the accounts. An overarching structural feature is discernible in
the analysis above regarding each of the two main parts of the story: from
the succession to Mu‘awiya to the killing of Muslim b “Aqil (Sections 1-3),
and from al-Husayn’s journey from Mecca to the return of the survivors of
the family to Medina (Sections 4-6). Al-Baqir and Aba Mikhnaf narrate the
elements of the first part in the same order, and both cover many of the same
elements; in Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s account, on the other hand, many ele-
ments are absent or related in a different order. Thus, there is no mention
here of Mu‘awiya’s death or of al-Husayn’s refusal to give his bay‘ to Yazid,
nor of Muslim’s journey to Kufa, the change of governor in the town, nor is
Ibn Ziyad’s infiltration of the Shi‘ites recounted. Furthermore, the uprising
of Muslim and the Shi‘ites against Ibn Ziyad is related in a very different way.
A similar pattern of structural variation is found in the second part of the
Karbala story, but here it is the versions of Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin and Aba
Mikhnaf that share a number of elements which are absent from or retold in
a different way by al-Baqir. Most obvious is the minor role given to al-Hurr
in al-Bagir’s account, but there are also the details of the prelude to the battle
mentioned above.

Although many of the omissions just described can be explained by
the brevity of the shorter versions, the more salient variations — such as
Muslim’s insurrection in Kufa and al-Hurr’s differing positions with regard to
al-Husayn - indicate that the two parts of the story might originally have been
transmitted separately and related in different ways. Thus, it is not impossible
that the story of Muslim b. “Aqil and that of the battle at Karbala were initially
two separate traditions. In fact, as Ursula Sezgin has shown, an indication in
al-Tabarl may suggest this.*> After relating al-Baqir’s account of Muslim in

Kufa, al-Tabari writes:

As for Aba Mikhnaf, he gives a fuller and more complete account of the

story of Muslim b. ‘Aqil’s visit to al-Kafah and his death [gzssar Muslim

¢ Sezgin, Abiu Mibnaf, 83-4.
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b. ‘Aqil wa-shukhbisibi ila al-Kifa wa-maqtalibi] than the report of ‘Ammar

al-Duhni from al-Baqjir, which we have just mentioned.*®

Sezgin says that we cannot be sure what the word gissa means in this context:
is it just the coherent account concerning Muslim included in Aba Mikhnaf’s
‘book’ Magtal al-Husayn, or is it a separate story that was later inserted into
the appropriate point in the timeline in the story of the killing of al-Husayn?¢*

In my opinion, the latter is the more compelling alternative.
The Relative Dates of the Three Versions

The discussion that follows of the origins and dates of the three versions takes
al-Baqir’s account as the point of departure, because the purported origin of
this version is the only one that has been challenged in a published study.
Howard rejects authorship by the fifth imam of the account ascribed to him
by arguing that the account contradicts basic Shi‘ite tenets about al-Husayn.
To support this hypothesis, Howard compares al-Bagir’s and Aba Mikhnaf’s
accounts of two events in the story. The first is when al-Husayn, on his way
to Kufa, is told of the death of Muslim b. ‘Aqil. According to al-Baqir, when
al-Husayn hears of this, he is prepared to return to Mecca, but decides against
it at the urging of Muslim’s brothers.> In Aba Mikhnaf’s version, however,
nothing is said about al-Husayn’s wish to return.® The second event Howard
discusses is al-Husayn’s negotiations with ‘Umar b. Sa‘d just before the battle.
Both al-Baqir and Aba Mikhnaf relate that al-Husayn asks ‘Umar to allow
him to return to Mecca, or to hand himself over directly to the caliph Yazid,
or to go to one of the frontier posts (in other words, to go into exile on the
periphery of the empire).” In Aba Mikhnaf’s account, this report is countered
by another, according to which a certain ‘Uqgba b. Sim“an says that he followed
al-Husayn everywhere and heard every word he spoke from Medina to his
death in Iraq. ‘Ugba furthermore states that he never heard al-Husayn either

surrender to Yazid or promise to go to the frontier.®® In al-Baqir’s version,

¢ Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 232.

¢ Sezgin, Abi Mibnaf, 84.

¢ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 281.

¢ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 292-3.
7 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 282, 314.
8 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 314.
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there is no such counter-tradition. Thus, according to al-Bagir, al-Husayn is
prepared to compromise in both these situations. He is prepared to go back to
Mecca, to go into exile, or even to hand himself over to the caliph (though not
to Ibn Ziyad, the governor of Kufa).

Howard’s main argument is that al-Baqjir’s rendering of these two events,
while making it clear that the death of al-Husayn was a tragedy, still ‘dimin-
ishes the stature of the Imam’.®” Howard does not explicitly say why this is so,
but presumably he is implying that the account contradicts the Shi‘ite idea
that al-Husayn had foreknowledge of the fatal end of the affair and submitted
willingly to his divinely ordained destiny. The assumption is that this image
of al-Husayn had always been consistent and unchanging among Shi‘ites, and
that for this reason the version of the story ascribed to al-Baqir, al-Husayn’s
grandson and himself the fifth Shi‘ite imam, could not have originated
with him.

Howard also gives a second argument for his rejection of al-Baqir as
the originator of this version. Thus, he maintains that the account’s brevity
and its omission of a number of details of the actual battle and the killing of
al-Husayn mean that it could not have been the version related by one of his
close descendants. Commenting on al-Baqir’s terse description of the battle,

he writes:

This is supposed to be a vivid account of the death of the Imam al-Husayn,
as told by the Imam al-Bagqir to a ShiT adherent, ‘Ammir. It is clearly unac-
ceptable. He does not know the exact number of the members of the Imam

al-Husayn’ family who were killed.”
The purpose of this fabricated ascription, Howard surmises, is

to confirm to those who oppose the Imamate the weakness of individual
Imams and to do so by putting the interpretation into the mouth of the
Imam ... It almost certainly did not come from the Imam al-Baqir and seems

unlikely to be the work of a ShiT such as ‘Ammar.”

¢ Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 129.
7 Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 130.
7t Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 129-31.
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Antoine Borrut, unlike Howard, accepts the ascription of this version
to al-Baqir — or rather, perhaps, to the milieu around the Shi‘ite imams in
Medina.”” He finds Howard’s arguments ‘unconvincing’ and regards the brev-
ity of the account as support for its early date. In stark contrast to Howard, he
writes that ‘it is, in fact, quite likely that this was an original “official version”
of the episode, a memory of the imams not yet transformed into some kind of
epic’.”?

While I agree with Borrut about the early date of the version ascribed to
al-Baqir’s account, it is necessary to distinguish the problem of the date of
origin — or, rather, the relative order of origin of the versions — from that of
authorship, although the two questions are of course interlaced. Howard does
not address the date of al-Baqjir’s version per se, but just argues that it could not
have been authored by the grandson of al-Husayn. His focus is of course quite
logical, given his view that the Shi‘ite conception of the Karbala event did not
develop. Thus, Borrut, who focuses his argument on the early date of the text
rather than on the authorship, slightly misses his goal when arguing against
Howard; it could of course be that the zsndd given is false, and that the text is
early without originating from al-Baqjir or his environment. In the following,
I will try to keep these two questions separate, beginning by concentrating on
the question of the order of origin of the three versions.

The main problem with Howard’s argument is his basic presupposition
that Shi‘ism, including the image of al-Husayn, has developed little over time
but has always been more or less the same as it is today. An extensive amount of
scholarship on early Islam has demonstrated this to be an untenable approach.™
It is nowadays taken as axiomatic that Shi‘ism, like all religious movements,
will have developed over time. It is thus necessary to employ methods for
analysis of the Karbala story, as well as for analysing other narratives from the
history of Islam, which take this fact into consideration. One such method is

72 Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”, 264.

7 Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”, 265.

7% Although much research has been published in the last few decades, ample evidence for such a pro-
cess had been brought to light before Howard’s article became available in 1986, although scholars’
opinions have always varied as to the extent and speed of this development. A few examples of
studies published before Howard’s article where such a development in Shiism is demonstrated
will suffice: Buhl, “Alidernes stilling’; Hodgson, ‘Early Shi‘a’; Watt, ‘Shi‘ism’.
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that developed by Haider, as described above; Borrut’s approach, which takes
the development of the memory of the event into consideration, is another.

When such a perspective is applied to al-Bagir’s version of the Karbala
story, the facts behind Howard’s arguments against the alleged authorship can
be viewed differently. Thus, the passages about al-Husayn’s wish to go back
to Mecca and his negotiations with ‘Umar do not argue for the non-Shi‘ite
origin of the text, as Howard supposed, but for its relatively early date, and
consequently the possibility that it originated with al-Baqir or the milieu in
which he was active. In Chapter 2, I discussed the so-called ‘criterion of embar-
rassment’ used in historical studies. This criterion, to recapitulate, says that if
an incident is likely to have caused embarrassment for the later community,
it is unlikely to have been created by later tradition, but is probably very early
or even authentic. Applied to both these episodes, the criterion of embarrass-
ment would seem to indicate that al-Baqir’s version emerged before the image
of al-Husayn was refined to the point at which he was prescient of his own
end, but consciously and bravely advanced into the hands of the enemy. Aba
Mikhnaf’s version, by contrast, shows clear traces of a development in such
a direction. In particular, I am inclined to interpret his version of the nego-
tiations between al-Husayn and ‘Umar b. Sa‘d, and the counter-report from
‘Ugba b. Sim‘an, in this way. In my view, this is an obvious case where the cri-
terion of embarrassment must be applied. The idea that an imam was prepared
to capitulate to the Umayyads was unbearable to later Shiites. Yet, the story
about the negotiations was widespread (it is found in all three versions studied
here), so could not be neglected. ‘Ugba’s tradition is therefore likely to have
been created to undermine the credibility of the negotiation report. To put
it differently, the report from ‘Uqgba suggests that the negotiation tradition is
very early and was so well-known that it could not simply be ignored, but had
to be neutralised by a counter-tradition.

From these arguments we might draw two conclusions at which I have
previously hinted. First, the embarrassment associated with the negotiation
tradition is an indication of its early date, perhaps even its historical verac-
ity: the talks between al-Husayn and ‘Umar might very well have occurred,
and something like the suggestions ascribed to al-Husayn in the tradition
may have been discussed. Second, the absence of ‘Ugba’s counter-tradition in

al-Baqir’s version is a clear indication that it was compiled at a point preceding
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the formation of the idea of al-Husayn as an imam elevated above ordinary
humanity. By the time of Aba Mikhnaf, however, this development was
already under way.

Howard’s second argument, then, is that the version ascribed to al-Baqir
is too brief and too terse to have originated from him. On this point, I agree
with Borrut’s contention that the brevity of the version ascribed to al-Baqir
indicates, rather, an early date. Generally, longer and more detailed accounts of
a historical event tend to be elaborated on the basis of earlier, more concise ver-
sions. Of course, the opposite could also be the case: that a shorter version can
be a distillation of a longer one, and thus post-date it. But, as my analysis above
of the three versions has demonstrated, there are good reasons to think that all
three of these versions developed independently of one another. In particular,
the laconic account of the battle, with hardly any description of the fighting,
no dialogue, and no display of bravery on the part of the heroes so abundant
in later versions of the Karbala story (and in much of Islamic historiography
at large), points to al-Baqir’s account as not having been abbreviated from a
longer version, and thus argues for its early date. The same can, of course, be
said of the version of Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmain.

Abt Mikhnaf’s account, on the other hand, is much more elaborate. This
is not to say that every part of it is a later embellishment or rhetorical device.
Many reports are of course very old, such as that of al-Husayn’s nocturnal
negotiation with ‘Umar b. Sa‘d. The narrative as a whole, however, must be
considered later than those of al-Bagir and Ibn “‘Abd al-Rahman. It shows clear
marks of development towards an epic in which bravery and cowardliness,
the emotions of despair and triumph and expressions of piety and unbelief
figure prominently. Boaz Shoshan has demonstrated that even al-Bagir’s short
version does not lack features of mimesis,” but in comparison with Aba
Mikhnaf’s account, it is dull and poor in detail, as Howard correctly maintains.
What Shoshan and later Haider demonstrate, however, is that such details are
often rhetorical devices, elements designed to make the story livelier and more

reliable and to convey the perspective of the author/compiler.”

7> Shoshan, Poetics, 6-7.

7¢ Shoshan, Poetics, 1-60, see also his analysis of the Karbala story, 233-52; Haider, Rebel, 10-13.
In Chapter 4, I will give an example of such a ‘rhetorical elaboration’ (the expression is Haider’s).
There, I argue that Aba Mikhnaf’s rendering of the Karbala tragedy is meant to show that, when
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Table 3.2 The killing of al-Husayn’s baby boy according to al-Bagir and
Abi Mikbnaf

Al-Bagqir Aba Mikhnaf

An arrow came and struck his son while he ~ Al-FHusayn was brought his young child; he was
had him on his lap. on his lap. Then one of you, Bant Asad, shot an
arrow that slaughtered the child.

He began to wipe the blood from him, Al-Husayn caught the blood. When the palm of
saying, his hand was full, he poured the blood onto the

ground and said,

‘O God! Judge between us and a people ‘O Lord, if it be that You have kept the help

who summoned us so that they might help  of heaven from us, then let it be because Your

us and then killed us.’ purpose is better than [immediate] help. Take
vengeance for us on these oppressors.”

This point is further illustrated when we compare the episode of the kill-
ing of al-Husayn’s baby boy in the versions of al-Baqir and Aba Mikhnaf.””
That this is the only kbabar in the entire account of Aba Mikhnaf that is
transmitted from al-Baqir adds to its interest and significance. Here, as in
many other places, al-Baqir’s version is short and terse, whereas that of Aba
Mikhnaf is more elaborate, although the content is basically the same (see
Table 3.2). What is so striking is the difference in the content of the sup-
plication al-Husayn offers to God. Whereas in Aba Mikhnaf’s account this is
similar to many utterances by al-Husayn as given by him, and is in fact what
one might expect from a pious Muslim, al-Baqir’s rendering is more focused
on the guilt of the Kufans, who at first beg al-Husayn to come, only to betray
him as he approaches their town. As we will see in Part II, this notion of
guilt parallels that expressed in the story of the Tawwaban. In the analysis
of that story below, I will argue that this is a very early theme which goes
back at least to the beginning of the second/eighth century, if not earlier. T am
inclined to think that the feelings of guilt for the failure to support al-Husayn

the Kufans broke the truce with al-Husayn, they broke the covenant that God has established with
humanity.

77 For al-Bagir’s version, see al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, 282, and for that of Aba Mikhnaf, al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh, 11, 360.
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are indeed the most ancient motif in his developing image.” The same idea
is also expressed several times in Aba Mikhnaf’s version of the Karbala story,
though not in connection with the killing of al-Husayn’s baby son. While it is
not made explicit in the particular passage discussed here, al-Husayn’s prayer
as related by al-Bagir is uttered against that backdrop. As mentioned in the
chapters about the Tawwaban below, the motif of guilt is quite unusual in
other strands of Islam, and less common in later Shi‘ism than in the earliest
decades. Although feelings of guilt are certainly to be found in later Shi‘ism,
the idea of trust in God’s higher purposes fits much better with the general
image of God in the later development. It is thus more likely, in my opinion,
that the idea of the betrayal of al-Husayn is the earlier motif (as expressed in
the version of al-Bagir), and the idea of God’s omniscience and best purposes
(as found in Aba Mikhnaf’s version) is later.

A further argument in favour of an early date for the two shorter ver-
sions of the story is a detail previously touched on above in the analysis of
al-Baqir’s text, to which I now return. It will be recalled that after the battle,
when the surviving relatives of al-Husayn are brought before the governor
Ibn Ziyad, the name of the only surviving male descendant is not mentioned;”
yet, according to all later tradition, this is al-Husayn’s son ‘Ali, the fourth
imam, Zayn al-‘Abidin. But this is not the only relative of al-Husayn’s who
goes unnamed. In fact, both al-Bagir’s and Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin’s accounts
mention very few of al-Husayn’s family members by name. Both, of course,
use the name of the main protagonists, al-Husayn and Muslim b. ‘Aqil, but
the only other relative of al-Husayn’s whose name al-Baqjir reveals is Zaynab,
his sister, who is active in protecting her family at the court of Ibn Ziyad and
Yazid after the battle. Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin mentions only al-Husayn and
Muslim by name (though he writes that ‘five sons of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’ were
among al-Husayn’s men®). As has often been pointed out, there is a general
tendency for later tradition to provide unnamed personalities with names
in order to personalise them and make the accounts livelier.*” This feature is

very clear in the Karbala story. Thus, in contrast to the versions of al-Baqir

78 See also Halm, Shi‘a Islam, 16-20.

7 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 283.

80 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 286.

81 For examples from the Christian tradition, see e.g. Metzger, ‘Names’.
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and Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin, Aba Mikhnaf’s account is replete with names of
family members of al-Husayn. The only close relative of his whose name is
not given is his baby boy, who was killed. Later tradition names the baby
‘Abdallah b. al-Husayn,** however, and in the much later version by al-Mufid
(d. 413/1022) - a verbatim rendering of the report in Aba Mikhnaf — the
baby’s name is added.®

A final argument in favour of an early date for the two short versions is
the scarcity of quotations from the Qur’an, whereas in Aba Mikhnaf’s text
passages from or allusions to the Qur’an are found on almost every page. A
development towards a more general use of the sacred text in the second/
eighth century is in line with what many other studies have argued, that the
Qur’an as we know it was increasingly referred to and used from the beginning
of that century.™

To conclude the discussion so far about the relative order of origin of the
three versions of the Karbala story: without taking into regard the attribu-
tions in the zZsndds, I am convinced that the accounts of al-Baqir and Ibn ‘Abd
al-Rahman are earlier than that of Aba Mikhnaf. I do not, though, think it is
possible to determine the order of origin of the two short versions. As I will
argue below, they probably emerged at the turn of the second/first quarter
of the eighth century, one in Medina and the other in Kufa. This may seem
rather a meagre finding for an extended discussion, as some scholars might
regard it as quite evident, but to my knowledge this view has never been sup-
ported by argument. At this stage in the analysis, it is, however, possible to say
something about the proposed origins of the three accounts. This will also
help us towards placing their approximate time of origin in absolute, rather

than merely relative, terms.
The Question of Origins

I argued above that the two short versions ascribed to al-Baqir and Ibn ‘Abd
al-Rahman are older than Aba Mikhnaf’s long account. It is much more

2 Al-Istahani, Magatil, 94-5.

% Al-Mufid, Book of Guidance, 359. According to Howard, al-Mufid has most probably used
al-TabarT’s account (Book of Guidance, 558, n. 12).

¥ See e.g. Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave, 21-30; Lindstedt, “Who is In?’. Cf. also Gérke and Schoeler,
Die diltesten Berichte, 264.
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difficult to reach a conclusion about their dates in absolute terms, and any
such attempt depends on the scholar’s evaluation of the alleged originators
given in the Zsnads. None of the three texts exhibits characteristics that might
reveal the identity of the originator. However, in my opinion there is hardly
any reason to doubt the origins assumed in the chains of authority. If my argu-
ments against Howard’s doubts are valid, there is little that seems to contradict
the information given in the Zsnads, and moreover, there is external evidence

that supports it.
The Account Ascribed to al-Bagir

Abu Ja‘tar Muhammad b. “Ali b. al-Husayn, the fifth imam according to the
Twelver Shi‘ite tradition, is held by both Shi‘ite and Sunni traditions to have
been one of the most prominent scholars of his time both in hadith and in
Islamic law; his erudition caused him to be called Bagir al-ilm (‘the one who
splits knowledge open’), or just 2/-Bagir. He and his son Ja'far al-Sadiq laid the
foundation for what developed into Shi‘7law and doctrine, and modern schol-
ars therefore regard him as one of the persons who was greatly instrumental in
the forming of an early Shi‘ite identity.®

Al-Tabari is not the only historian who relates the version ascribed to
al-Bagqir. It was also used by al-Mas‘adi (d. 345/956) in his Muraj al-dbhahab.*
I agree with Howard’s unsubstantiated statement that al-Mas‘adi took his ver-
sion from al-Tabari.¥” Though al-Mas‘adi does not reveal his source, his use of
al-Tabari is clear from the fact that he not only follows al-Baqir’s text as given
by al-Tabari in certain passages, but also reproduces various other traditions
about the Karbala event that are also related by al-Tabari. Since this is the only
known source outside of al-Tabari’s Ta7ikh that relates parts of al-Bagir’s
account, we have no independently transmitted version of his text with which
to compare that given by al-Tabari. On the other hand, Aba al-Faraj al-Isfahani
(d. after 360/971)* seems to be aware of al-Baqir’s version independently of
al-Tabari. In his Magqatil al-Talibiyyin, Abu al-Faraj introduces the Karbala
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On him, see e.g. Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Le shiisme, 61-3; Buckley, ‘Muhammad al-Baqir’;
Lalani, Early Shi' Thought.

8¢ Al-Mas‘adi, Murauj, vol. V, 127-47.

¥ Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 128.

% Giinther, ‘Abua I-Faraj’.
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| Abu al-Faraj (d. c. 363/972) |

| Al-Mas-adi (d. 345/956) |

| Al-Tabari d. 310/923) | [ Abmad b.al-Ja'd

A

| Zakariyya’ b. Yahya | | ‘Al1b. Misa al-Ttst |

| Ahmad b. Janab (d. 230/844-5) |

Khalid b. Yazid

| ‘Ammar al-Duhnf (d. 133/750-1) |

| Aba Ja‘far al-Bagir (d. 114/732-3) |

Figure 3.1 Tradition history of al-Biqir’s account. Names in bold indicate extant texts. Years
of death are given whenever known. Dotted arrow signifies inferred transmission.

story with a collective Zsnad to sources for his account, saying that all these
people relate more or less the same story about the killing of al-Husayn.* One
of these sources is al-Baqir, by way of ‘Ammir al-Duhni and two more inter-
mediaries also found in al-Tabar?’s rendering. Instead of the fifth and most
recent transmitter in al-Tabarf’s Zsnad, however, Aba al-Faraj gives two dif-
ferent authorities (see Figure 3.1).” It is thus probable that he received this
account independently of al-Tabari, though he does not reproduce it. This
indicates that the purported origin of al-Bagjir’s version was accepted as such

% On al-Baqir’s use of collective Zsnads, see Giinther, ““... nor bave I learned it ...””, 142-5.
* Al-Istahani, Magatil, 99; cf. al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 227. Howard has also noted this (‘Husayn the
Martyr’, 128).



70 | THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHI'ITE IDENTITY

among Shi‘ites as late as Abt al-Faraj, two and a half centuries after the death
of the fifth imam.”

According to the Zsnad, it was the Kufan traditionist ‘Ammar b. Mu‘awiya
al-Duhni(d. 133/750-1) who transmitted the story from al-Baqir, who resided
in Medina.” Of course, there is no way to check whether ‘Ammar actually
heard al-Bagqir relate the story to him, but, as Borrut maintains, it is by no
means impossible to imagine that “Ammir received the story from the Shi‘ite
milieu in Medina, whether directly from al-Biqir or not.” Furthermore, the
minuscule role played here by al-Hurr in comparison to the versions of Ibn
‘Abd al-Rahman and Aba Mikhnaf (see the analysis of Section 4 above) might
indicate a Medinan rather than a Kufan provenance. If it is true that al-Hurr
commanded a substantial part of the army, he must have belonged to the
Kufan nobility.”* As a nobleman, he would have been well known and remem-
bered, and his character elaborated on in Kufa, especially if he had acted in a
way that cost his own life in favour of al-Husayn. In Medina, by contrast, he
might have been less well-known, and his function in the Karbala drama not
remembered correctly. Alternatively, of course, the account told by al-Baqir
could be correct, and the Kufan version entirely fictional. I consider this less
likely, given that we have two mutually independent versions relating al-Hurr’s
active role in the battle. Furthermore, as we will see below, the Kufan Ibn
‘Abd al-Rahmain seems to have been an adolescent at the time of the Karbala
event and thus would have been quite well-informed about the nobility of the
town. Finally, I am not convinced by Howard’s attempt to harmonise the two
versions, whereby he claims that al-Hurr first met al-Husayn and then led the
army out against al-Husayn.”

There is one detail, however, that may speak against a Shi‘ite origin of the

version ascribed to al-Bagir, an argument that Howard does not adduce even

°' Abu al-Faraj, however, was a Zaydi, or at least a non-Imami Shi‘ite (see Glinther, ‘Abu I-Faraj’; but
cf. Su, The Shi% Past, 60-93), and thus probably did not regard the imams (al-Husayn included)
as infallible. For that reason, he might have been more prone to accept a description of al-Husayn
that was slightly less hagiographical than if he had belonged to the Twelver branch.

2 On ‘Ammar al-Duhni, see al-Mizzi, Tahdhib, vol. XXI, 208—10.

 Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”, 265.

% This is how Howard describes him, though without adducing any sources or other arguments
(al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX, 74, n. 252).

%> Al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX, 74, n. 252.
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though it supports his hypothesis. This is the omission of the name of the male
relative of al-Husayn who had been ill and had thus survived the battle (see
the analysis of Section 6 above). According to other information, from Aba
Mikhnaf and onwards, this was al-Husayn’s son ‘Ali, who, according to the
Twelver tradition, later became the fourth imam, Zayn al-‘Abidin, and who
was the father of al-Bagir. Why, then, is his name not mentioned in the version
ascribed to the son of the fifth imam — or at least derived from the Shi‘ite
milieu of Medina of his time? As we have seen, the text does not even state that
this person was the son of al-FHusayn, just that he was the only male survivor
of the family.”

According to Aba Mikhnaf, who identifies him as ‘Ali b. al-Husayn, the
boy had just reached puberty; in fact, he was so young that Ibn Ziyad had his
men uncover the boy’s private parts, presumably to see whether his pubic
hair had grown. The attendants confirmed that he had reached manhood, and
Ibn Ziyad ordered him killed. At this threat, ‘Ali’s aunt Zaynab intervened
and pleaded for his life, and the governor let him live.”” However, the age of
‘Ali b. al-Husayn given by Aba Mikhnaf is not consistent with that given in
other sources. According to most sources for his life, ‘Ali b. al-Husayn was
in his early twenties when his father was killed.”® According to Ibn Sa‘d, for
example, “Ali was 23 at the time of the Karbala tragedy, and in his rendering
of the confrontation with Ibn Ziyyad, nothing is mentioned about ‘Ali having
just reached puberty.” This is supported by a tradition related by the Shi‘ite
historian al-Ya‘qabi, where ‘Ali’s son al-Baqir says that he was four years old
when al-Husayn was killed, and that he remembered the occasion.® If this is
correct, ‘Ali b. al-Husayn could hardly have just attained puberty at this time.

Al-Baqir not only omits the boy’s name but is also vague about his age.

He uses the word ghulim, which often means ‘a young boy’ but can also

% Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 283.

77 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 372-3.

% See e.g. Kohlberg, ‘Zayn al-‘Abidin’; Madelung, “Alib. Hosayn b. ‘Ali b. Abi Taleb’ and the refer-
ences in these studies.

?? Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, vol. V1I, 210.

10 Al-Ya'qubi, 74rikh, vol. II, 384. Contrary to what Lalani states, however (Early Shit Thought,
196 n. 4), al-Baqir does not say that he was present at the Karbala tragedy, only that he remembers
it. There is a slight problem with al-Ya‘qabi’s chronology ( Works, vol. I11, 1,038 and n. 2,452), but
it is hardly serious enough to challenge the information about al-Baqir’s age.
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signify a young or even a middle-aged man.'* Howard has translated this word
as ‘a young lad’,'” a translation which is perfectly all right in itself but does
not convey the vagueness of the Arabic word. Here it seems that Howard
was influenced by Aba Mikhnaf’s rendering, and did not consider sources
according to which ‘Ali was older at the time.

Thus, there are several problems with this tradition. In the version ascribed
to al-Bagqjr, it is the omission of the name of the person who, according to all
later tradition, is his own father, as well as the (possibly intentional) vagueness
about this person’s age; in Aba Mikhnaf’s version, it is ‘Ali b. al-Husayn’s
young age, an age which contradicts other sources about him. The only expla-
nation I can think of for these omissions, ambiguities and contradictions is
that later Shi‘ites were uneasy about the fact that the son of al-Husayn, the
fourth imam, now grown to adulthood, had survived without showing any
resistance to the governor. Being imprecise about his identity and age — or
alternatively, being clear about his identity but reducing his age by ten years or
so — might represent attempts to evade this embarrassment.

To conclude. If its purported origin is accepted, al-Baqir’s version might
well be what Sebastian Guinther describes as one of the very early collections of
reports on the death of al-Husayn, collections that ‘contributed to a consider-
able degree, to the development of a Shi‘ite “self-awareness™, being ‘recounted
or recited as poems during mourning-assemblies, which were held in the
houses of Kufan Shi‘ites and at Karbala soon after this event’.’® As related in
al-Tabari’s Tarikb, the story was transmitted orally to ‘Ammar al-Duhni by
al-Baqir."™* Whether it was ‘Ammar himself or one of those who forwarded
it after him who put it into writing we cannot know. Giinther dates these
earliest magqatil works to the end of the first/seventh or the first half of the
second/eighth century,'” and that is in line with the date of al-Baqir’s death in
114/732-3 or 117/735. In summary, I would place the origin of the version
ascribed to al-Baqir in Medina at the turn of the second/the first decades of the
eighth century.

S

' Kazimirski, Dictionnaire arabe-frangais, s.v. ghulam; Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, s.v. ghulam.
192 Al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX, 76.

% Gunther, ‘Magatil Literature’, 194.

104" Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11,227, 281.

1 Giinther, ‘Magatil Literature’.
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Ibn ‘Abd al-Rabman’s Version

In the introduction to this chapter, I mentioned that Howard claims to list ‘all
the early works [on the martyrdom of al-Husayn] which we know at present’.%
For that reason, it is all the more remarkable that he almost totally disregards
the account given by al-Husayn b. ‘Abd al-Rahman. This is one of the three
complete versions of the story related by al-Tabari,'"” and is also given in full
by al-Baladhuri.'® Howard does not mention this in the list of accounts he
gives at the beginning of his article,'”” and he brings it up only in passing in
a discussion of the sources used by al-Balidhuri and al-Tabari. In relation to
al-Baladhuri, he says that Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmain’s account ‘is brief and adds
nothing to our knowledge of the historical tradition’.’’* As is clear from the
discussion above, however, that version at times gives details that diverge from
both al-Bagir’s and Aba Mikhnaf’s accounts. Whether Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman
helps us know better what actually happened at Karbala is of course difficult,
if not impossible, to say; but as we have seen, his account certainly helps us to
trace the tradition history of the story.

According to al-Mizzi, al-Husayn b. ‘Abd al-Rahmin was a famous tra-
ditionist living in Kufa, and was considered trustworthy as transmitter of
hadiths."" He died in 136/753—4 at the great age of ninety-three. More or less
in passing, in a discussion of his age, al-Mizzi relates that Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman
transmitted material on the killing of al-Husayn, and that he was married
when the Karbala tragedy occurred, while Ibn Hajar tells us that he was an

"2in other words, that he would have been something

adolescent at the time,
like seventeen to eighteen when the Karbala tragedy occurred. Ibn ‘Abd
al-Rahman does not seem to have had any particularly Shi‘ite sympathies;

at least, these cannot be inferred from al-Mizzi’s entry about him, or from

10

K

Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 125.

W07 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 283-7.

198 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 111, 382-4, 422-5. Ibn A‘tham also includes him in a collective Zszad to
the Karbala story; the zsnad in which Ibn ‘Abd al- Rahman is included differs considerably from
those given by al-Baladhuri and al-Tabari, however (Futizh, vol IV, 209).

Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 124-5.

Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 138. Wellhausen (Religio-Political Factions, 112) has a similar
statement.

Al-Mizzi, Tahdhib, vol. V1, 519-23.

Al-Mizzi, Tahdhbib, vol. V1, 523; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, vol. 11, 382.
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the authorities in his Zsz4ds. Details in the text furthermore indicate that he
was not a Shi‘ite. Thus, according to Ibn “Abd al-Rahman’s account, when
al-Husayn learnt about the situation in Kufa, he ‘began to move toward the
road to Syria, toward Yazid’.""* Furthermore, in his negotiations with ‘Umar
b. Sa‘d (and two of his associates), al-Husayn asks only to be allowed to
surrender to Yazid; the other alternatives mentioned by al-Bagir and Aba
Mikhnaf are not recounted."** Finally, by making Ibn Ziyad in Kufa the ruler
who desecrates the severed head of al-Husayn by poking at it with his cane,
Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman diminishes the caliph’s responsibility for the whole
affair. Thus, his account is more sympathetic to the Umayyads than either
al-Baqir’s or Aba Mikhnaf’s, a fact which corroborates the impression that
he was not a Shi‘ite.

As mentioned above, Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s version is preserved in
al-Baladhur’s Ansab al-Ashrafand in al-Tabari’s T 7ikh. Both have more or
less the same material; often the wording is exactly the same. One difference
is that al-Baladhuri has split Ibn “Abd al-Rahman’s account and inserted it
in two locations. The bulk of his material is given separately after his main
account of the Karbala tragedy, which is chiefly based on Aba Mikhnaf.'s
However, the part where Ibn Ziyad’s forces intercept al-Husayn and al-Hurr
decides to desert the governor’s troops and join him is detached from the rest
of the account and inserted in the middle of the main account immediately
before al-Husayn’s meeting with the poet ‘Ubaydallih b. al-Hurr al-Ju‘fi."*¢
The reason for this is unclear. It might be that al-Baladhuri wanted to con-
trast the behaviour of two men with similar names: al-Hurr who joined
al-Husayn, and Ibn al-Hurr who did not. Furthermore, the isndd seems to
be corrupt, as the main authority for this particular report is written not
as Husayn, but Hudayn,'” and al-Baladhuri could have thought that this
referred to another transmitter. Whatever the reason for al-Baladhuri’s plac-

ing of portions of Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmain’s version in two different sites in the

13 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 285.

14 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 285.

5 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 111, 422-5.

16 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 111, 383—4.

1 In Arabic, the letters s and d are of course very similar, where the d is distinguished only by a dot
above the letter.
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timeline, the separation signals that the account may not have been transmit-
ted to him as a self-contained narrative. Thus, different versions of Ibn ‘Abd
al-Rahman’s rendering of the event could have been circulating in the time
of al-Baladhuri.

Extensive passages of this version are not related at first hand by Ibn “‘Abd
al-Rahmain, as he in turn had received them from two earlier Kufan authori-
ties: Hilal b. Yasaf (written as Hilal b. Isaf in al-Baladhuri) and Sa‘d b. ‘Ubayda.
These two authorities were traditionists who probably lived in Kufa at the
time of the Karbala tragedy.""® This version is, thus, a collection of reports
rather than a continuous narrative in the style of al-Baqir’s account.

While the attribution of al-Baqir’s version to the imam himself could have
been an attempt to give it an ‘official’ seal of approval,"”” Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin’s
account does not suffer from such bias. Hence, I see no reason to question
its provenance. Given the date of death of Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman, this version
probably stems from the turn of the second/the first decades of the eighth
century, just like that of al-Baqir.

Abit Mikbnaf’s Version

In Chapter 2, I have already mentioned the prolific historian Aba Mikhnaf
and his motives for writing history. Ibn al-Nadim, among others, attributes
a ‘book’ with the title Magtal al-Husayn to Aba Mikhnaf."** This was prob-

ably his most influential work."”! Besides al-Tabari, many authors of historical

122

narratives use it as a source for the Karbala event;'** al-Tabari himself does not

quote directly from Aba Mikhnaf’s Magtal al-Husayn, but uses the work with
the same title by Hisham b. al-Kalbi (d. 204/819-20). Modern scholars argue

18 Al-Mizzi describe them both as trustworthy. He says that Hilal belonged to the class of Successors

and met “Ali b. Abi Tilib. Thus, Hilal probably died at the end of the first/seventh century

(Tahdhib, vol. XXX, 353-5). Sa‘d died when ‘Umar b. Hubayra was governor in Iraq, i.e. between

101/720 and 105/724 (Tahdhib, vol. X, 290-2).

See Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 127; Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”, 265.

Ibn al-Nadim, Fibrist, vol. 1, 93. Others who mention this work are al-Tusi and al-Najashi; for

references, see Guinther, ‘Magatil Literature’, 201, n. 40.

121 Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’.

122 See e.g. al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 11, 334-43 (on Muslim b. “Aqil); Ansab, vol. 11, 368-426 (on
al-Husayn); Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat; al-Istahani, Magatil, 98-9; Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Futab, vol. IV,
209 - vol. V, 251, though Ibn A‘tham has greatly embellished his account with the help of a
number of sources.
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that comparison of al-Tabar?’s/Ibn al-Kalbi’s rendering of Aba Mikhnaf’s text
with other versions reveals that he has transmitted it very faithfully.'*

Justlike the rendering of Ibn “Abd al-Rahman, that of Aba Mikhnaf'is not
an unbroken narrative, but consists of kbabars that are concatenated to form
a continuous account. As we have seen in Chapter 2, many scholars point to
Abu Mikhnaf’s great interest in his family and tribe, al-Azd. Although some
of his ancestors seems to have been allied with ‘Ali and to have supported the
Shi‘ites in Kufa up to the 60s/680s, it is uncertain whether Aba Mikhnaf con-
sidered himself a Shi‘ite.”** It seems clear that he takes the side of al-Husayn and
his family against the Kufan governor and the caliph, but this could be because
of his aversion to the Umayyads, or a commitment to ‘soft Shi‘ite’ ideas.'> Still,
his account of the Karbala event has functioned as model for many later ver-
sions. As Bahramian writes, ‘it was the most important documentary source
on the events of Karbala for later authors’,'* and, as Borrut maintains, ‘it is dif-
ficult to overestimate Aba Mikhnaf’s role in shaping Shi‘ism’s early image, to
the point that it should be regarded as a major historiographical filter’.’” That
Abt Mikhnat should be the author (or, more correctly perhaps, the compiler)
of most of the long version in al-Tabari’s 7 7ikh no one has questioned, and
this is also my position. Bahramian argues that Aba Mikhnaf compiled most
of his works in early Abbasid times. Thus, it is likely that this text as a whole
originated in the decades before his death, that is, in the third quarter of the
second/eighth century.

Summary and Final Reflections

To summarise the preceding analysis, I conclude that the three accounts
originated independently of one another. While all three versions relate the
same story, very few passages are identically worded. Furthermore, there are
significant differences between all three accounts. The two short versions by

al-Bagir and Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman are clearly the earliest ones. I see no reason

12 Bahramian etal., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’; Veccia Vaglieri, Husayn’, 608; Howard, “Translator’s Foreword’,

x. On Ibn al-Kalbi’s use of Aba Mikhnaf’s writings, see also Sezgin, Abi Mibnaf, 43—4.
124 Athamina, ‘Aba Mikhnaf’; Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’.
1% Athamina, ‘Aba Mikhnaf’; Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 133.
12 Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’. See also Veccia Vaglieri, ‘Husayn’, 608.
¥ Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”, 264.
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to doubt that the version ascribed to al-Baqir actually originated with him
or at least with the Shi‘ite milieu in Medina where he lived. Likewise, Ibn
‘Abd al-Rahmin was probably the originator of the version that bears his
name. This places both these versions in the decades following the turn of the
second/beginning of the eighth century. While many of the traditions in Aba
Mikhnaf’s account are probably early, his version as it exists now was probably
compiled and edited a few decades later, most likely in the third quarter of the
second/eighth century. There are traces which suggest that the part of the nar-
rative dealing with Muslim b. “Aqil in Kufa on the one hand and al-Husayn’s
journey through the desert and the battle at Karbala on the other were origi-
nally transmitted as two separate stories. Investigation furthermore suggests
that the Karbala story was not yet a fixed narrative at the time of al-Bagir and
Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman. Although the basic structure is the same, details differ,
and at times even conflict. By the time of Aba Mikhnaf, the story had attained
much of'its final shape, and had become an outline for authors and storytellers
to follow. This, of course, has not hindered later narrators from further embel-
lishing it, but the basic pattern is determined with Aba Mikhnaf.

At times my students have asked me whether the battle at Karbala actu-
ally happened, or if it is all fictional. My reply has always been that there is
no reason to think that at least the core of the story is not historically cor-
rect, though many details are obviously added later — at least in the version
of Aba Mikhnaf — and that it is difficult to know exactly which elements are
later embroideries. I have never encountered any historian who has denied
the historical veracity of the battle and what led up to it. While it has perhaps
never been necessary to argue for the historicity of the core of the story, the
present study further strengthens the impression that it recounts a historical
event. The three early versions, independently of each other, give the same
basic accounts of the affair, and several details in the story conflict with later
Shi‘ite tradition. Thus, both the criterion of multiple independent sources and
the criterion of embarrassment argue for the historicity of the core story.'®

In the account of Abta Mikhnaf, we see the first traces of the elevation

of al-Husayn to a figure of more than ordinary human capacities. Although

128 As I will argue in Chapter 11, there is also some very early poetry which, although it does not nar-
rate the story, testifies to the historicity of the event.
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he does not have the miraculous powers or the semi-divine status given him
(as well as the other imams) in the later Shi‘ite tradition, he is described as
very pious, totally trusting in God’s mercy.””” Thus, for example, he shows
kindness to his enemies and gives them water when they are thirsty, and he
refuses to initiate battle in spite of the martial advantages this would bring,
and although he has dreams that predict what will happen he continues on the
pre-ordained path. The inviolability of al-Husayn owing to his relationship to
the Prophet and his father ‘Ali is furthermore emphasised by Aba Mikhnaf.
We also see in this version how the divine punishments of al-Husayn’s enemies
are miraculously enacted immediately when he curses them, a sign of God’s
support for his cause. Likewise, much is made of the bravery of al-Husayn
and his followers, in contrast to the cowardliness and wickedness of their
adversaries.* In other words, in the version of Abi Mikhnaf we see indications
that the battle and al-Husayn himself are removed from human history, as
McCutcheon expresses it, and are lifted somewhat above ‘the realm of human
doings’. None of such hagiographical features is to be found in the earlier ver-
sions of al-Baqir and Ibn “Abd al-Rahman. Furthermore, Aba Mikhnaf’s ren-
dering of the Karbala story is set in a theological context not found in the two
earlier versions. While al-Baqir and Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman tell the story quite
straightforwardly, Aba Mikhnaf gives the story and the death of al-Husayn an
ultimate significance by placing it in a covenantal structure. In the following

chapter, we shall see how this is done.

12 See Shoshan, Poetics, 245. However, I do not agree with Shoshan’s interpretation that Aba
Mikhnaf (or al-Tabari) has parallel accounts ‘which depict Husayn as less determined’ (Shoshan,
Poetics). For a discussion about this, see Hylén, ‘Husayn, the Mediator’, 186-8.

13 For a more detailed discussion of these traits, see Hylén, ‘Husayn, the Mediator’, 168-76.



Karbala and Covenant according
to Abla Mikhnaf

Introduction

I n previous chapters I have shown that modern scholars have varied in their
attempts to assign a specific religious affiliation to Aba Mikhnaf. Some state
that he did not identify as a Shi‘ite, but was a historian primarily interested
in writing the history of Iraq, his own family, and his tribe, al-Azd;' others
see him as a ‘soft’ Shi‘ite who thought that “Ali had been the rightful suc-
cessor of the Prophet, but accepted the first caliphs as sinful, yet legitimate
rulers.> Against this background, the analysis in this chapter will establish not
only that Aba Mikhnaf’s version of the Karbala story is thoroughly theologi-
cal, but that it is the earliest theological framing that has survived intact right
through until today. While, as we saw in Chapter 3, al-Baqir and Ibn ‘Abd
al-Rahmin relate it in a quite straightforward manner, I will argue in this
chapter that Aba Mikhnaf has a clear theological - if perhaps not necessar-
ily Shi‘ite — agenda in that he situates the tragedy at Karbala in the context
of the divine covenant with humankind at large, and particularly with the
Muslims.?

' Howard, ‘Husayn the Martyr’, 133; Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’; Athamina, ‘Aba Mikhnaf’.

* van Ess, Theologie, vol. 1, 311; Crone, Political Thought, 117-18.

3 The present chapter is a development of my earlier study “‘Hand of God’, where I emphasised
al-Tabari as advocate of a covenant approach to the Karbala event. Here, I want to focus on
Abua Mikhnaf, who was, as we have seen, al-Tabari’s main source. This by no means detracts
from al-Tabarf’s interest in the covenant ideology, as Mirtensson and others have argued (sce e.g.
Mirtensson, ‘Discourse’; Tzbari; Humphreys, ‘Qur'anic Myth’, but cf. Shoshan, Poetics, 85-107).
I am particularly grateful to Marianna Klar, editor of the issue of Journal of Qurianic Studies in
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Abua Mikhnaf’s approach to this story apparently did not catch on among
Shi‘ites in the centuries to follow, however, even though the idea of the divine
covenant was important in early Imami Shi‘ite theology, as we will see. In
the earliest purely Shi‘ite biographies of al-Husayn there is very little — if
anything — of the covenant vocabulary and formulae that are so prevalent
in Aba Mikhnaf. In spite of the enormous popularity and influence of his
rendering,* Aba Mikhnaf’s theological framing of the story has no early Shi‘ite
parallels. In a sense, it thus became a theological dead end. The analysis pre-
sented in this chapter, in other words, probably says more about Aba Mikhnaf
and his view of the Karbala story (and perhaps of history at large) than about
the reception of the story among Shi‘ites.

In the following pages, I will argue that the notion of the divine covenant,
which permeates the Qur’an, constitutes the framework through which Aba
Mikhnaf views this event. The Qur’anic idea of the covenant will be traced in
Abu Mikhnaf’s account in structural/thematic continuity with the Hebrew
Bible’s account of the covenant between Yahweh and the Hebrew people —
which has, in turn, been traced back in its basic form to Late Bronze Era trea-
ties between rulers and their vassals.

I will focus on four speeches ascribed by Aba Mikhnaf to al-Husayn when
he encounters the vanguard of the Kufan army led by al-Hurr. I will analyse
the use of Qur’anic covenant formulae and vocabulary in the four texts, and
will also categorise them within the broader framework of the eight stand-
ard characteristics of Ancient West Asian (AWA)® and biblical covenants as
presented by George Mendenhall and Gary Herion,® and further developed
in a Quranic context by Rosalind Ward Gwynne.” I hope to show that Aba

which the article was originally published. Her pertinent remarks and numerous literature propos-

als greatly improved this study.

Bahramian et al., ‘Aba Mikhnaf’; Dakake, Charismatic Community, 4.

The empires I discuss below span a huge time frame, from the late Bronze Age to the early Iron

Age, and a vast geographical area including Anatolia and Mesopotamia (and at times also Egypt).

Appellations like ‘the Near East’ or ‘the Middle East’ are colonial in origin. Thus, in the present

context they are anachronistic (and of course filled with Eurocentric connotations). Although they

might be convenient to use for modern times, I prefer the term “West Asia’ when talking about eras

far back in history.

Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’.

7 Gwynne, Logic. In her article ‘Ancient Near East’, Patricia Crone demonstrated that not only the
notion of the covenant, but also other ideas and practices in Islam, have their roots in Ancient West
Asia.
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Mikhnaf’s Karbala narrative presents the pact of loyalty (baya) to al-Husayn
as an extension of the divine covenant.

The Covenant in the Qur’an ...

Before focusing on the Karbala story, however, it is necessary to discuss
the notion of the divine covenant in early Islam at large, and especially in
the Qur’an. Itis commonly accepted by scholars of Islam that the notion of the
divine covenant with humankind is very important in the Qur'an.® Indeed,
Andrew Marsham goes so far as to argue that ‘as with the Bible, “covenant” is
the “thematic centre” — die Mitte — of the Qur'in’.” The two most common
terms used in the Quran to denote the divine covenant are mithag (occurring
25 times; see for example Qur. 2:84; 3:187; 5:7; 57:8) and @hd (occurring
29 times, for example Qur. 3:77; 6:152; 13:25; 20:115)."° The same words are
also used at times to signify pacts and alliances between human individuals and
groups (for mithiq see Qur. 4:21, 90, 92 and 8:72, and for @hd see Qur. 23:8
and 70:32)."" In the Qur’an, the two words appear to be used interchangeably.
In spite of the importance of the theme, however, it is never dealt with at
length in the Qur’an, nor in later exegesis or theology. Gwynne maintains that
it is precisely because it is so fundamental to the Qur’an ‘that the Covenant as
a discrete concept does not have a clear profile in Islamic scholarship’.’* One of

the most important covenantal passages in the Qur’an is 7:172:

(Remember) when your Lord took from the sons of Adam - from their
loins — their descendants, and made them bear witness about themselves:
‘Am I not your Lord?’ They said, ‘Yes indeed! We bear witness.” (We did

o

To my knowledge the most comprehensive study (though by now a bit dated in many of its
premises) of the Qurlanic notion of covenant is Darnell, ‘Divine Covenant’. See also Béwering,
‘Covenant’, 1-24; Gwynne, Logic; Weiss, ‘Covenant’. Recent discussions of the notion of the
covenant in the Quran and its exegesis are Lumbard, ‘Covenant’; ‘Humanity in Covenant’; Jaffer,
‘Covenant Theology’.

Marsham, Rituals, 41. See also Weiss, ‘Covenant’, S4.

The numbers of occurrences of these words mentioned here include only their forms as noun and
verbal noun (masdar) respectively. In addition to these, both roots occur several times in verbal
and other forms. For a good overview of the uses of these and other words with the meaning of
‘covenant’ in the Qur’an, see Béwering, ‘Covenant’; Lumbard, ‘Covenant’, 2-4.

Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 9; Béwering, ‘Covenant’, 464b.

Gwynne, Logic, 1-5. The quotation is from p. 4. Italics in original.

©
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that) so that you would not say on the Day of Resurrection, ‘Surely we were

oblivious of this.’

Gwynne calls this ‘the pivotal covenant-passage’,’® and Ebstein writes that
it ‘served as the focal point of later speculations on the primordial covenant
between God and mankind’.’* Though none of the words for ‘covenant’
occurs in this verse, it is often held by commentators of the Qur’an to relate the
establishment of the primordial pact between God and humankind.” Other
verses which describe covenants between God and the prophets, rather than
with humankind as a whole, are Qur. 3:81 and 33:7.%¢

The emergence of Islam took place in an environment where Judaism and
Christianity were already established and influential. Themes and concepts
from these (as well as from other religious traditions such as Zoroastrianism
and Manicheism) formed a pool of latent traditions from which the adherents
of early Islam drew. They did not passively appropriate these ideas, however,
but remoulded and adapted them in order to formulate a religious identity of
their own." It is also well-known that the Qur’an itself is replete with bibli-
cal motifs and notions. Thus, Reuven Firestone writes: ‘in fact, [the Qur’an]
contains so many parallels with the Hebrew Bible and New Testament that
it could not possibly exist without its scriptural predecessors as subtexts. The
Qur’an itself recognizes this in its extremely referential nature.”® One of the

most important of these parallels is the idea of the divine covenant.”

Gwynne, Logic, 2.

Ebstein, ‘Covenant’.

> For other, rationalist interpretations, see Ebstein, ‘Covenant’; Jaffer, “The Mu'tazila’.

On all these verses and on the idea of ‘covenantal pluralism’ in the Qur’an, see Lumbard,
‘Covenant’.

Rippin, ‘Literary Analysis’, 157, referring to the ideas of Wansbrough, Quranic Studies. The lit-
erature on this subject is overwhelming. Besides all specialised studies, almost every introduction
to Islam and its formative period begins with a section on the influence of Judaism, Christianity
and other Late Antique religious traditions on the Arabian Peninsula. For a recent, very thorough
overview, see Amir-Moezzi and Dye (eds), Le Coran des historiens, vol. I, Ch. 5-14.

8 For an overview of some studies of such motifs, see Firestone, “The Qur’an and the Bible’; the
quotation is from pp. 2-3. Indeed, the entire volume (Reeves (ed.), Bible and Qurian) of which
Firestone’s article is a contribution deals with this issue.

For the adaptation and use of the biblical notion of the divine covenant in the Qur’an, see esp.
Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 1-12; Bowering, ‘Covenant’; Gwynne, Logic, 1-24; Firestone,
‘Divine Election’.
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Just as the notion of the divine covenant in the Qur’an did not emerge
in a vacuum, neither did that of the Bible. At least since the mid-twentieth
century it has generally been recognised that the idea of the covenant of
the Hebrew Bible, as well as its textual forms, were clearly influenced by
suzerainty treaties from the Hittite empire (c. 1500-1200 BCE) and from
the Mesopotamian and, especially, the Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian
empires (tenth to sixth centuries BCE), even if the implications of the similari-
ties have been much discussed.® The idea of a covenant between God and a
chosen people continued, of course, into early Christianity.

Several scholars of the Quran have argued that there are close parallels
between the biblical notion of the covenant and that found in the Qur’an.
Thus, John Wansbrough writes, “The source of the covenant imagery [in the
Qur’an] was clearly Biblical, and predominantly Pentateuchal’,”» whereas
Reuven Firestone holds that, although there are significant differences, ‘the
Qur’anic references to covenant ... demonstrate both direct and indirect
parallels with the Hebrew Bible and New Testament’.?> While most scholars
confine themselves to indicating similarities in the use of concepts and terms,
Gwynne has taken a step further and attempts to find structural similarities
as well, between the AWA and biblical notions of the covenant on the one
hand and those in the Quran on the other. She finds that no single covenant-
making event is related in the Quran which is ‘equivalent to the Mosaic
Covenant-event on Sinai’. ‘On the contrary’, she continues, ‘the paradigmatic
Covenant is not set out in one place, even though its elements are integral
to the Qur’anic idiom.” By ‘the paradigmatic Covenant’, Gwynne means a
covenant-making occasion that includes several of the eight characteristics
identified by Mendenhall and Herion in AWA covenants, as clearly manifest,

for example, in the Sinai covenant (see below). Thus Gwynne maintains that,

2

S

Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’; Cross, ‘Kinship’, 17-19. For a good survey of studies on the
biblical notion(s) of covenant, see Hahn, ‘Covenant’. As Hahn and many of the scholars he surveys
in his article show, there is not one single covenant related in the Hebrew Bible, but several (see esp.
p- 286). Lumbard (‘Covenant’) argues that also in the Qur’an several covenants between God and
humankind are mentioned.

Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 10.

Firestone, ‘Divine Election’, 398. See also Béwering, ‘Covenant’; Gwynne, Logic. Each of these
gives further references.

Gwynne, Logic, 6, emphasis mine.
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although no such obvious event is described in the Quran, the many refer-
ences and allusions to these features demonstrate a certain continuity between
the Qur’anic understanding of covenant and the AWA covenants as mediated
through the Hebrew Bible. When discussing the Sinai covenant in relation to
older covenant formulae, Mendenhall and Herion make it clear that cultural
forms are bound to be adjusted when transferred from one context to another
and that, for that reason, the Sinai covenant had changed both in form and
content to suit the new circumstances, despite keeping many of the traits of
older covenants in the surrounding world.* The same should presumably be
said about any adaptation of the concept to the context of late antique Arabia.

Here follows the list of the formal characteristics of covenantal texts as
identified by Mendenhall and Herion. Some of the examples cited from the
Qur’an are given by Gwynne, others are added by me.” At some points I also
refer directly to Mendenhall and Herion’s study and make comparisons with
the ancient covenants, especially with the biblical texts relating the foundation
of the Sinai covenant.?

1. THE COVENANT-GIVER IS IDENTIFIED
Qur. 7:172 (‘Am I not your Lord?’); 96:1 (‘your Lord who created’).

2. THE HISTORICAL RELATIONS ARE DESCRIBED RECIPROCALLY,
SETTING OUT THE BENEFITS AND THE RESULTING OBLIGATIONS
In the Qurian there are many references to what God has done for
humankind in the past. A short passage of this kind is Qur. 42:13:

He has instituted for you from the religion what He charged Noah with,
and that which We have inspired you (with), and what We charged
Abraham, and Moses, and Jesus with: ‘Observe the religion, and do not

become divided in it.’

2 Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’, 1183b.

» The headings below are quoted verbatim from Gwynne, Logic, 7-20. Not all her references to the
Qur’an are given.

% Mendenhall’s and Herion’s list is a model, that is, an abstraction of reality made from numerous
covenantal documents from different historical contexts throughout the area and historical period
that I have chosen to call Ancient West Asia. Thus, no single document or description of a cov-
enant manifests all these characteristics, and the features can be given different relative weight in
various documents (Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’, 1180b).
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Mendenhall and Herion argue that in older covenants, traits (1) and (2) as
listed above are often established separately and at length. At the giving of
the covenant at Sinai, however, God identifies Himself through His acts in
history much more succinctly: ‘I am the Lord your God, who brought you
out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”

3. THE STIPULATIONS OF BEHAVIOUR ARE GIVEN, OFTEN IN AN ‘IF ...
THEN’ FORMAT
In Arabic, conditional clauses can be formulated in many ways, and words
like ‘i’ (i) or ‘when’ (idhd) in the first part of the clause express various

nuances. One of many examples is Qur. 58:11:

You who believe! When (idha) it is said to you ‘Make room in the assem-
blies’, make room! God will make room for you. And when (idha) it
is said ‘Rise up’, rise up! God will raise in rank those of you who have
believed and those who have been given knowledge. God is aware of

what you do.

4. PROVISION IS MADE FOR SAFEKEEPING OF THE DOCUMENT AND ITS
PUBLIC READING
Some examples are Qur. 2:78 (‘Book’); 56:77-8 (‘a hidden Book’); 85:21-2
(‘a guarded Tablet’); 87:19 (‘pages’); 96:1 (‘Recite, in the name of your
Lord!).

S. A LIST OF WITNESSES IS GIVEN
Mendenhall and Herion speak of third-party witnesses. In the Qur’an,
however, God is sufficient as witness: Qur. 2:84 (‘And when We made
a covenant with you ... then you agreed (to it) and bore witness’);
3:81 (‘[God] said, “Bear witness, and I shall be with you among the
witnesses™’); 4:166 (‘But God bears witness to what He has sent down
to you ... and the angels (also) bear witness. Yet God is sufficient as a
witness’); 73:15 (‘Surely We have sent to you a messenger as a witness

over you’).

27 Ex. 20:2. I have used the translation of the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.
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6. BLESSINGS AND CURSES FOR OBEDIENCE AND DISOBEDIENCE ARE
DESCRIBED
This feature is common in the Qur’an, in many different forms. A brief
example is Qur. 5:1-11, which talks about God’s blessing on those who
believe and follow His precepts, and the punishment of unbelievers. An

excerpt from this lengthy passage reads:

Remember the blessing of God on you, and his covenant (mithiq) with
which He bound you, when you said, “We hear and obey.’... God has
promised those who believe and do righteous deeds (that there is) for-
giveness for them and a great reward. But those who disbelieve and call
Our signs a lie — those are the companions of the Furnace. You who

believe! Remember the blessing of God on you.?®

7. THE COVENANT IS CEREMONIALLY RATIFIED, OFTEN BY SACRIFICE OF
AN ANIMAL
Several roots with the meaning of sacrifice occur in the Qurian. The one
which is used in explicit covenantal contexts, Gwynne argues, is 7-s-k,
‘the first meaning of which appears to be “worship”, which includes the
secondary meaning of sacrifice’.”” It is in this sense, Gwynne maintains,
that it is used, among other places, in Qur. 2:128 (‘And show us our rituals
[mandasikanal, and turn to us (in forgiveness)’), and in 6:162 (‘Say: “Surely
my prayer and my sacrifice [nusuki], and my living and my dying are for
God, Lord of the Worlds™).

According to Mendenhall and Herion, in the AWA covenants, the
killing of an animal symbolises the fate of the vassal if he were to break the
covenant. They write that ‘the sacrificed animal represented, and was iden-
tified with, the vassal who was being placed under oath; just as the animal
was slaughtered, so would the vassal and his dependents be slaughtered if
he violated his oath’.®

They show that this element is present in the sealing of the covenant
at Sinai between Yahweh and the Hebrews, where a verbal statement

# Qur. 5:7-11.
» Gwynne, Logic, 14-15. For a longer discussion of this word, see Adna, ‘O Son’, 308-10.
30 Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’, 1182a.
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31
32
33

34

(‘Everything that the Lord has spoken we will do’) is combined with a
blood sacrifice.*’ Gwynne, despite showing that various words for sacri-
fice are used in covenantal contexts in the Qur’an, fails to demonstrate
that sacrifices in the Qur'an were used to ratify the covenant in the way
Mendenhall and Herion indicate. The use of derivatives of 7-s-£, as well
as other words for sacrifice in the Qur’an, in my view seems to connote
communion with God rather than a ratification of the covenant through
blood.

Mendenhall and Herion furthermore argue that oaths seldom
replace sacrifices in the ratification of covenants. Oaths in this context
are what they describe as ‘a conditional self-cursing: i.e. an appeal to
the gods to bring certain penalties upon the oath taker if he violates the
promise that he is swearing to keep. The sacrifice is thus the enactment
of the oath.”* Although oaths are very prominent in the Qur’an, most
conspicuously in the introductions to several suras,” they are uttered
by God, and function not as self-cursings, but as ‘solemn, unshakable
undertakings by God that the relations between God and man, virtue and
reward, sin and punishment, are the truth upon which all reasoning -
indeed, all action — must be based’.** Thus, they are not ratifications of
the covenant.

There are, however, passages in the Quran in which humankind
verbally responds to God’s invitation to seal a covenant. The verse about
‘the primeval covenant’ (Qur. 7:172) includes an oral ratification from the
people when they answer God in the affirmative: ““Am I not your Lord?”
They said: “Yes indeed! We bear witness.”

Similarly, when God makes a covenant with the prophets in Qur. 3:81,
they respond:

(Remember) when God made a covenant with the prophets: “Whatever
indeed I have given you of the Book and wisdom, when a messenger

comes to you confirming what is with you, you are to believe in him and

Ex. 19:8; 24:3. Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’, 1185a.

Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’, 1182a, italics in the original.

See the first verses of Qur. 51, 52, 77, 85, 92, 100, to give just a few examples.
Gwynne, Logic, 21-2, quotation from 22.
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you are to help him.” He said, ‘Do you agree and accept my burden on

that (condition)?” They said, “We agree.’

These affirmations of God’s sovereignty and acceptance of His covenant,
however, are not accompanied by sacrifices or oaths. Hence, it must be con-
cluded that ratification ceremonies in the sense described in Mendenhall

and Herion’s list are not found in the Qur’an.

8. IF THE COVENANT IS ACTUALLY BROKEN, CURSES ARE IMPOSED AND

PUNISHMENT FOLLOW'S

Mendenhall and Herion argue that, although they are not found in the
covenantal texts themselves, there must have been occasions on which the
suzerain declared the covenant to be broken, and executed the punish-
ments described in the text.® The Qur’an, according to Gwynne, is replete
with actual cursings from God — not just threats of curses as in point (6)
above. The first instance where the root /-“z (‘curse’) occurs is in Qur. 2:88
(‘God has cursed them for their disbelief’), and Gwynne comments: “Tabari
explains its meaning as “distancing” (b-“d) from God and His mercy,
“expulsion” (£-r-d), “humiliation” (kbh-z-y), and “ruin” (b-/-k).”** Another
case is Quir. 5:13 (‘For their breaking of their covenant [mithagahum], We
cursed them and made their hearts hard’). But in particular, there are the
many so-called punishment narratives in the Quran, stories of peoples in
history that have been punished for their disobedience.”

... and in Early Islamic Political Thought

Several passages in the Quran indicate a close relationship between believers’
adherence to the divine covenant and their belief in the prophets sent by God
(also, of course, Muhammad) and their message (Qur. 2:40-1; 4:155; 5:12).
This includes the expression of loyalty to Muhammad as political authority
(Qur. 33:15). He is described as a ‘good example’ (uswa hasana, Qur. 33:21);
in several places believers are admonished to ‘obey God and the messenger’
(Qur. 3:32, 132; 4:59 and passim); and in Qur. 4:80 it is said that ‘whoever

3 Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’, 1182a—b.

3¢ Gwynne, Logic, 16-17. See also al-Tabari, Jami< vol. 1, 574.

%7 For discussions of these, see e.g. Marshall, ‘Punishment Stories’s Wansbrough, Quranic Studies,
2-5.
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obeys the messenger has obeyed God’. In Qur. 9:111; 48:10, 18 and 60:12 the
making of a pledge of loyalty to Muhammad is expressed through the verb
baya‘a, a word which, together with the cognate noun b2y, had strong com-
mercial connotations and often referred to the making of a contract between
seller and buyer. The close relationship between the commercial and the spir-

itual senses of the word is particularly clear in Qur. 9:111:%

Surely God has purchased [Zshrara] from the believers their lives and their
wealth with (the price of) the Garden (in store) for them. They fight in the
way of God, and they kill and are killed. (That is) a promise binding on Him
in the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur'an. Who fulfils his covenant [ 2hdihi]
better than God? So welcome the good news of the bargain [bay] you have

made with Him [bdya tum bibi]. That is the great triumph!

The baya was a reciprocal relationship in which both parties had obligations
and rights towards one another; it was manifested through a public ritual in
which the parties involved clasped hands. In the Qur’anic verses referred to
above, the connection between the pledge of loyalty to Muhammad and a
similar pledge to God is made apparent. The pledge of loyalty to Muhammad
is therefore presented as a natural extension of the divine covenant.”

After the death of Muhammad, this loyalty was directed towards the per-
ceived ruler who was supposed to be following in the footsteps of the Prophet.*
As the conflicts in the early history of Islam show, ideas about what this meant
in practice differed. Thus, ideas about who was the legitimate ruler, the imam
of the community, came to vary significantly.* This was a matter not only of
politics as it is understood in the secular West today, but ultimately of salva-
tion. It was crucial to belong to the right group — the true believers — in order
to be able to do God’s will, since divine guidance was to be found within that
group. Patricia Crone suggested that the role of the imam was like that of the
leader of a caravan in the desert. He had two fundamental tasks. He gave the

3% For a discussion of the commercial and covenantal aspects of this verse, see Marsham, Rituals,
44-9,

¥ Tyan, ‘Bay‘a’; Marsham, Rituals, 40-2; Landau-Tasseron, Religious Foundations, 5—6.

0 Kister, ‘Concepts of Authority’; Landau-Tasseron, Religions Foundations, 21-5.

! Here, the word #mam does not specifically refer to the Shi‘ite notion of the supreme leader. The
concept was (and still is) used in a much wider sense for a leader by Sunni as well as Shi‘ite Muslims.
See e.g. Madelung, ‘Tmama’. For the special case of Shi‘ism, see below, Chapter 10.
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community existence — without the leader, no caravan, only scattered travel-
lers in the desert; and he guided it to its destination, because a true imam was,

himself, guided by God:

He knew better than anyone else because he was the best person of his time:
it was his superior merit that made people follow him. His guidance was seen
as primarily legal, or in other words he declared what was right and wrong,
for it was by living in accordance with God’s law that people travelled to
salvation. The coercion he might use to prevent people from straying from
his caravan, or sowing dissension in it, was part of his guidance too, for
anyone who strayed from the right path was lost and everyone would perish
if the caravan broke up ... Everyone who travelled with him would be saved,

everyone else was lost.*”

The earliest centuries of Islam, especially, were categorised by intense peri-
ods in which different groups vied with one another for political power in an
attempt to make their specific forms of religion and polity the norm. As we
have seen, it is around one of these contests about legitimate leadership that

the Karbala event revolves.
The Speeches of al-Husayn

I mentioned above that in early Islam, the relationship between the ruler and his
subjects was seen in covenantal terms as an extension of the divine covenant. In
the following, I will argue that the story of the death of al-Husayn as a conse-
quence of his efforts to gain religious and political power describes the battle at
Karbala as a struggle to fulfil the covenant. This idea, often expressed through
giving or refusing to give the bay, but also through other covenantal language
and symbols, is essential in the account. We have seen in previous chapters that
the whole story begins with al-Husayn’s refusal to give his pledge of allegiance
to the new Umayyad caliph Yazid b. Mu‘awiya in 60/680.* As the loyalty of the
people of Kufa vacillates, al-Husayn attempts through his words and actions
to gain their support. This becomes particularly clear in the passage describing

al-Husayn and his group’s encounter with the vanguard of the Kufan army,

* Crone, Political Thought, 22.
4 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 217-23.



KARBALAAND COVENANTACCORDING TO ABUMIKHNAF | 91

led by al-Hurr b. Yazid al-Yarba. In that context, Aba Mikhnaf relates four
speeches ascribed to al-Husayn: the first three directed to the Kufans, and the
fourth to his own followers. The first three speeches emphasise, each more
emphatically than the previous one, the grave consequences to be faced in the
hereafter of choosing not to pledge allegiance to al-Husayn. The last speech
portrays a gloomy vision of this world and al-Husayn’s longing for death and
the meeting with God. My analysis of the four speeches below will demonstrate
that they are filled with allusions and references to the divine covenant. I will
not, however, discuss them in the order in which they appear in Aba Mikhnaf’s
account. Since the covenantal features are most clearly manifested in the third
speech, I will begin with that before tracing the foreshadowing of its motifs in
the second and then the first speech. Finally, I will say a few words about the
fourth speech, which differs from the previous three in several respects. After
each speech except the fourth, I will make a comparison with Mendenhall’s and
Herion’s list of characteristics of AWA covenants related above.

The Third Speech

In the third speech ascribed to al-Husayn, he is very outspoken against the
Umayyads and the capricious Kufans:

People, the Apostle of God said: “Whoever sees an authority who is acting
tyrannically, making permissible what God has forbidden, violating God’s
covenant [2hd Allab], and opposing the Sunna of the Apostle of God
by acting against the servants of God sinfully and with hostility, and does
not correct® them by deed or by word, it is God’s decree that that person
will know the consequences [of his neglect] [kdna bagqan ‘ala Allahi an

yudkbilabu mudkbalabu].’* Indeed, the present [authorities] [haula’t]

“ The text here and a few lines further down has the word yx yyir, and a couple of lines further
down, ‘@yyara, which means ‘upbraid’ or ‘reproach’ (al-Tabari, Ta rikh, 11, 300, lines 8 and 11).
It is much weaker than ghayyara (lit. ‘cause change’, in contexts like these usually rendered ‘put
right’), which is normally used in similar contexts (Cook, Commanding Right, 34-5), and which
is used by al-Baladhuri in the same place. Cook (Commanding Right, 231, n. 26) suggests that the
word here should be read as ghayyara, and I have adopted this reading.

I have not been able to find this hadith in any of the canonical collections. For the last two words
(similar formulae are found in Qur. 4:31, 17:80, and 22:59), T have chosen this interpretation. The
literal translation would be something like ‘make him enter his entrance’ (see Droge, The Qur'an,
on these passages).

4

&
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have cleaved to obedience to Satan and have abandoned obedience to the
Merciful; they have made corruption visible; they have not administered the
punishments laid down by God; they have appropriated the taxes exclusively
to themselves; they have permitted what God has forbidden, and they have
forbidden what He has permitted. I am more entitled than anyone else to put
things right [and abagqu man ghayyara).*

Your letters were brought to me, and your messengers came to me with
your oath of allegiance [bi-bay‘atikum] that you would not hand me over
or desert me. If you fulfil your pledge [bay‘atikum], you will attain your
rectitude [rushdakum), for I am al-Husayn, the son of “Ali, and the son of
Fatima, daughter of the Apostle of God. My life is with your lives; my family
is with your families. In me you have an example [#swa]. However, if you
will not act, but you break your covenant [‘2hdakum] and lift off the pledge
of allegiance to me [bay‘ati] from your necks, then, by my life, that is not a
thing that is unknown of you. You have done that to my father, my brother,
and my cousin Muslim. Anyone who was deceived by you would be gul-
lible. Thus have you mistaken your fortune and lost your portion [in the
hereafter].*” For ‘whoever breaks (his oath), only breaks it against himself’
[Qur. 48:10]. God will enable me to do without you. Peace be with you, and
the mercy and blessings of God.*

Here, the connection between the divine covenant and the pledge of loyalty
to al-Husayn is made obvious through their co-occurrence. In the speech,
al-Husayn benefits from his consanguineous relationship to the Prophet to
legitimise his claims. First, the whole speech starts with a prophetical hadith,
the implication of which is that al-Husayn has the right to correct the present
government; second, al-Husayn calls attention to his position as the grandson

# See n. 36 above.

¥ That the words of this sentence, ‘fa-bagzakum akbta’tum wa-nasibakum dayya‘tum’, refer to the
hereafter is not entirely obvious. The word bagz can mean ‘fortune’, ‘share’ or ‘lot’. Similarly, nasib
means ‘portion’ or ‘part of’. Both words are used in the Qur’an regarding matters of this world as
well as of the next. To me it seems evident, however, that in the present context these words refer
to the hereafter. For Qurlanic examples of this latter usage, see Qur. 3:176 for hazz; and Qur. 2:202,
7:37 and 42:20 for nasib.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, I, 300. In this and in the following quotations from al-Tabari’s T 7ikb, I
have quoted, or relied heavily on, Howard’s translation in History, vol. XIX. I have normally not
provided page numbers for the translation, as the pagination of the Leiden edition is printed in the
margins of the translation.

4
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of Muhammad - and thereby as the heir of the Prophet — who can provide
guidance to rectitude (rushd) and be a model (#swa) just as the Prophet was
(Qur. 33:21); and third, he refers to a passage from the Quran which, accord-
ing to later exegesis, was originally directed to Muhammad, and applies it to

himself and his family:

Surely, those who swear allegiance to you [yxbayinnaka] swear allegiance to
God [yunbayi%na Allah] - the hand of God is over their hands. So whoever
breaks [his oath], only breaks it against himself, but whoever fulfils what he

has promised [Zhada] to God — He will give him a great reward.*

According to the mainstream of Islamic exegetical tradition, the context of
the passage of which this verse forms a part is the treaty of Hudaybiyya, when
Muhammad was in a situation of distress and renewed the bay% with his fol-
lowers by putting their hands together.”® The argument in the verse quoted
is that when Muhammad and his followers clasped their hands, God held
His hand over them and the pledge of loyalty was thus to God as well as to
Muhammad.>! A few verses further on in the same sura, God’s answer to this

pledge is described:

Certainly God was pleased [radzya] with the believers when they were swear-
ing allegiance to you [yubdyiunaka] under the tree, and He knew what was
in their hearts. So, He sent down the Sakina on them, and rewarded them

with a near victory, and many spoils to take.’*

The verb radiya (from the root 7-d-y), which is here translated ‘was pleased’,
has given this event its name in Muslim tradition: bay‘at al-ridwan, “The
pledge of [God’s] pleasure’.>® There is, then, a close connection between
adhering to the covenant with God and being the object of His pleasure.**

© Qur. 48:10.

50 For a discussion of this pledge and its relation to the divine covenant, as it is related in the Qur’an
and the exegetical literature, see Darnell, ‘Divine Covenant’, 127-51.

Ibn Hisham, Sira, 749.

2 Qur. 48:18-19.

53 Darnell, ‘Divine Covenant’, 128.
54

S5

The root 7-d-y furthermore has connotations of divine election and can be regarded as a term
included in the Islamic covenantal lexicon (Firestone, ‘Divine Election’, 402). For early Abbasid
developments of the use of the term r7da and its uses in connection to the bay‘ to the caliph and
thereby to God, see Marsham, Rituals, 187-8,295-9.
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Another interesting word in this verse is sakina, which is derived from
the Hebrew word shkbina and has strong connotations of the presence of
God. Quranic exegetes often gloss it as a kind of peace of mind (tum anina),’
but as Darnell demonstrates, it has a wider meaning of ‘an objective real-
ity emanating from God’, and is associated with God’s presence and His
assistance in gaining victory over the enemy.*® Thus, the person to whom
the pledge is given is Muhammad, and in giving the oath of allegiance to
Muhammad, one is also giving the oath to God. The result is God’s satisfac-
tion, His sending down of His sakina, and imminent victory over enemies.
According to Marsham, at least from the 250s/860s, Qur. 48:10 became the
locus classicus for the legitimacy of the Abbasid caliph and the b2y% to him.
But, he convincingly argues, the main idea of the verse was widespread long
before that:

The notion that the verse expresses — that blessings from God were the
reward for loyalty to his representatives and violation of agreements with
them led to material and spiritual destruction — was axiomatic in the late

antique Near East and thus in early Islam.”

Thus, al-Husayn tries to convince the people of Kufa that the divine covenant,
which implies the acceptance of the authority of the Prophet, is extended to
include the acceptance of his own authority. To submit to the religious and
political authority of al-Husayn is to submit to that of Muhammad, which in
turn means submitting to God.

In summary, the thrust of the argument in this speech is that it is the duty
of all Muslims to correct a sinful ruler. Since al-Husayn is the grandson of the
Prophet and the son of “Ali, he has more right than anyone else to put bad
conditions right. The people of Kufa have made a pact of allegiance with him
(the two words bay% and ‘@hd are used to denote this pact). By holding on

to it and following his example, they will attain rectitude and, by implication,

> See e.g. al-Tabari, Jami, vol. XIII, 114.

>¢ Darnell, ‘Divine Covenant’, 138-44; the quotation is from p. 139. See also Droge, Qurin, 26,
n. 323; Mortensen, ‘Sourate 20°, 774; Firestone, ‘Shekhinah’, 590.

7 Marsham, Rituals, 303.
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God’s pleasure and His presence.”® Breaking the agreement means that they
will be eternally lost, since a pact with al-Husayn is equal to a pact with the
Prophet, which, in turn, is a pact with God. Thus, it is of the utmost impor-
tance that the believer makes the correct decision, as it leads to a ‘great reward’
from God, whereas the wrong choice means eternal damnation.

Applying Mendenhall’s and Herion’s list of criteria to this speech, the
following seem relevant:

1. AND 2. IDENTIFICATION OF THE COVENANT-GIVER AND HISTORICAL

PROLOGUE

Although al-Husayn is not strictly the covenant-giver, he is the representa-
tive of God who instituted the covenant, and he is identified as such here:
‘T am al-Husayn, the son of ‘Ali and the son of Fatima, daughter of the
Apostle of God.” Thus, al-Husayn refers to his genealogy rather than
directly to deeds that his family has performed in the past. As everyone
knew the deeds of his ancestors, the Prophet and ‘Ali b. Abi Tilib, in the
past, reference to genealogy must be regarded as equal to reference to deeds
in history. Because of this, he can also say about himself: ‘T am more enti-
tled than anyone else to put things right.’

3. STIPULATIONS
The people of Kufa have pledged through letters and messengers that they
will not hand al-Husayn over or desert him, and al-Husayn in his turn prom-
ises, ‘If you fulfil your pledge, you will attain your rectitude ... My life is with

your lives; my family is with your families. In me you have an example.’

4. DEPOSITS AND PUBLIC READINGS
I regard the letters sent by the Kufans to al-Husayn with their pledges to
support him as the text of the covenant here being referred to. I will have
more to say about this below.

6. BLESSINGS AND CURSES
These are very clear in the speech: respectively, the attainment of rectitude

and, by implication, God’s pleasure, and punishment in the hereafter.

% For the connection between different forms of the root 7-sh-d and guidance in the Qur’an, see
Tzutsu, Ethico-Religions Concepts, 194-5.
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Items (5), (7) and (8) in Mendenhall’s and Herion’s list are not applicable to
this speech.

The Second Speech

Al-Husayn’s second address to the Kufan army has a very tight structure. I

have arranged the sentences so as to make the structure clear:

O people,

if you fear [God] [2n tatagqqi] and recognise the rights of those to whom they
are due, this will be more satisfying to God [arda li-Allah].

We are the family of the house [wa-nabnu abl al-bayt],” more entitled to the
authority of this government over you than [:#] these who claim what does
not belong to them, who bring tyranny and aggression among you.

If you dislike us and are ignorant of our rights, and your view is different
from what came to me in your letters and what your messengers brought to

me, I will leave you.®

Excluding the vocative Ayynha al-nas, ‘O people’, the speech consists of three
sentences. The first and the last are conditional (see Table 4.1), and com-
mence with the Arabic conjunction 7z, ‘if’; they deal with what will happen
if the Kufans accept or reject al-Husayn. Between these two is a statement
in which al-Husayn declares the merits of his own family, the ah/ al-bayt,
and the demerits of ‘these who claim what does not belong to them’, the
present government, the Umayyads. The parallel structure of the speech is
very clear. The Arabic preposition i, here translated ‘than’, in the middle
of the sentence acts like a pivot for the whole speech. All the text before
this word deals with the advantages of taking al-Husayn as leader; everything
after it gives the consequences of taking the Umayyads as leaders. Thus, the
speech contrasts the abl al-bayt, here represented by al-Husayn, with the
Umayyads. It furthermore states that the former are entitled to authority,
whereas the latter are pretenders who bring tyranny and aggression. A closer
look at the conditional sentences reveals an obvious antithetical parallelism,

as can be seen in Table 4.1.

>? For discussions of the phrase abl al-bayt, see Sharon, ‘Ahl al-Bayt’.
0 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 298.
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Table 4.1 Parallelism of conditional sentences in al-Husayn's second speech

If you fear [God] and recognise the rights of those to this will be more satisfying
whom they are due to God
If you dislike us and your view is different from what I will leave you

came to me in your letters and what
your messengers brought to me

When they are tabulated in this way, it becomes clear that the sentences
make up three important oppositions, arranged in columns in the table. In
Column 1, the fear of God (taqwa) is opposed to the dislike of the @bl al-bay:.
Column 2 opposes the acceptance of the authority of the ahl al-bayt to the
breaking of the promises made to al-Husayn. In Column 3, the outcomes of
the choice facing the Kufans are opposed: God’s satisfaction, against al-Husayn
leaving. Essential to al-Husayn’s message in this speech are the two words in
the first conditional sentence: ‘fear (of God)’ and ‘satistying (to God)’. These
words are so common in the Qur’an that it is easy to forget the covenantal
implications they have. The former, from the root w-g-y (or possibly #-g-w or
t-q-y),*" is absolutely central in the Qur’an.®* Derivatives of the root occur in
several contexts dealing with the divine covenant. Thus, Qur. 5:7-8:

Remember the blessing of God on you, and His covenant [mithiqahu]
with which He bound you [wathagakum], when you said, “We hear and
obey.” Fear God [wa-ittagi Allab]! Surely God knows what is in the hearts.
You who believe! Be supervisors for God, witnesses in justice, and do not let
hatred of a people provoke you to act unfairly. Act fairly! It is nearer to the
tear of God [taqwa]. Fear God [wa-ittagn Allah]! Surely God is aware of

what you do.®?

In these verses, the fear of God is a precondition for the believer who wants
to adhere to His covenant. Returning to al-Husayn’s speech, the word with

¢! For a short discussion of the alternatives, see Alexander, ‘Fear’, 194-5.

¢ For w-g-y and its derivatives in the Qur’an, see e.g. Alexander, ‘Fear’; Izutsu, Ethico-Religions
Concepts, 195-200 and passim; Ohlander, ‘Fear of God’.

¢ T have departed from Droge’s translation here. He translates the derivates of w-g-y: ‘Guard (your-
selves) against God’. Another place where the covenant (in this case the word %hd is used) is used
in conjunction with derivates of w-g-y is Qur. 3:76.
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the meaning ‘satisfying’ (to God) is a derivative from the root 7-d-y, which I
have discussed above with reference to its occurrence in Qur. 48:18 and its
connection to the baya. As we saw there, God promises His satisfaction as
a reward for those who adhere to the covenant. In al-Husayn’s speech, no
word for ‘covenant’ is used, but his mentioning of the fear of God together
with God’s satisfaction places it in a covenantal context, especially since Aba
Mikhnat has located the speech between two other speeches that make more
overt reference to the covenant.

In summary, the message al-Husayn is trying to convey is that the fear
of God, a sine gua non for every Muslim, implies accepting the authority of
al-Husayn, the foremost living member of the 2h/ al-bayt, and his remaining in
Kufa. That God should be satisfied is contingent on this acceptance.

A comparison of this speech with Mendenhall and Herion’s list renders

the following result:

1. AND 2. IDENTIFICATION OF THE COVENANT-GIVER AND HISTORICAL
PROLOGUE
Al-Husayn explicitly states: “Weare the family of the house (of Muhammad),

more entitled to the authority of this government over you than these.’

3. STIPULATIONS
The stipulation ‘If you ... recognise the rights of those to whom they are

due’ is here embedded in the blessings and curses.

4. DEPOSITS AND PUBLIC READINGS
Again, al-Husayn is referring to the letters from the Kufans, with their

invitations and their promises to support him.

6. BLESSINGS AND CURSES
As demonstrated in Table 4.1 and the discussion pertaining to it, most of
this speech is expressed in terms of the formal blessings and curses found in
many AWA covenants, for example in the Sinai covenant, although in the

latter case they are ‘enormously elaborated’.**

¢ These words are used by Mendenhall and Herion, ‘Covenant’, 1184b, in referring to Deut. 28.
See also the parallel text in Lev. 26.
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The rest of the items in the list of covenantal characteristics are not found in
this speech, at least not manifestly so.

The First Speech

Turning now to the first, short speech, al-Husayn delivers this in front of the
Kufan vanguard, at the time of the midday prayer:

People, it is an excuse [for my coming here] [innaba ma‘dhira), both to
God the Mighty and Exalted and to you, that I did not come to you until
your letters were brought to me, and your messengers came to me saying,
‘Come to us, for we have no leader [/mam]. God may unite us in guidance
(@l al-huda] through you.” Since this was your view, I have come to you.
Therefore, if you give me what you guaranteed in your pacts [ ubudikum)]
and covenants [mawathigikum], I will come to your town. If you will not
and are averse to my coming, I will leave you for the place from which I came

to you.®

Al-Husayn here explains that he has come because the people of Kufa have
written to him and called on him to become their leader (imam). If the Kufans
are prepared to give him what they guaranteed in their ‘pacts and covenants’
(ubiid, mawathiq, sg.abd, mithiq) he is willing to fulfil that mission; if not,
he will return to Mecca. As I have mentioned above, there are many places
in the Qur'an where the words %hd and mithag refer to alliances and pacts
between humans. Similarly, in this context, the terms uhid and mawdathiq
are clearly being used in a political sense to denote the promises and oaths of
allegiance given by those who had summoned him. The references to God and
His guidance through al-Husayn, as well as the wider meaning of the words
and the context, indicate, however, that there are also religious issues in play
here.* It is interesting to note the parallel conditional sentences at the end

¢ Al-Tabari, Ta’vikh, 11, 297-8.
¢ Here, I analyse only the words of al-Husayn. Other aspects of this section of the text which add to
the ‘religious’ context, such as his dress and the fact that he is allowed to lead all the people (his own

group as well as the Kufan army) in prayer, are not dealt with. I have discussed these in ‘Husayn, the
Mediator’, 120-5.
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of the speech. Although the receiving and renouncing of al-Husayn are not
explicitly followed here by divine sanctions, as in the second speech, they still
augur the meaning of the conditional sentences of that address (see Table 4.1
and the discussion associated with it).

The following items from Mendenhall’s and Herion’s list are found in the

speech:

3. STIPULATIONS
Husayn refers to the ‘pacts and covenants’ from the Shi‘ites of Kufa, where
they guaranteed him support and help. In return, he was to give them

divine guidance (budan).

4. DEPOSITS AND PUBLIC READINGS
Here, al-Husayn quotes verbatim from the letters from the Kufans and

their invitation to him to come and give them guidance.

S. LIST OF WITNESSES
Husayn invokes both ‘God the Mighty and Exalted’ and the people in
front of him as witnesses that he has come because he was invited by the

people of Kufa.

6. BLESSINGS AND CURSES
The blessings and curses are here given in a weaker form than in the follow-
ing speeches, as they refer only to his physical presence or absence, rather

than to the spiritual consequences of this.

The other characteristics of the list are not applicable to this speech.

What is at stake in the three speeches analysed so far is the extension of
the divine representation on earth to al-Husayn himself. When he admon-
ishes the Kufans to adhere to their promises to support him, the close con-
nection between God’s satisfaction and his own presence indicates that he
presupposes and is building on the divine covenant with humankind, and
that he regards loyalty to himself as an extension of the divine covenant. This
is in no way unique in the early history of Islam; many pledges of loyalty
to the caliphs, both Umayyads and, later, Abbasids, share the same premise.
Indeed, it can be said that much of the discussion about the legitimate ruler

in early Islam revolved around this question: who was to be accepted as the



KARBALAAND COVENANTACCORDINGTO ABUMIKHNAF | 101

representative of God, and thus as the one worthy of the baya, the extension

of the divine covenant?®’
The Fourth Speech

In the fourth speech accounted for in Aba Mikhnaf’s account, al-Husayn
turns to his followers rather than to the Kufan army:

You have seen what this matter has come to. Truly, the world has changed
and has become worse; its goodness has retreated and it has become very
bitter. There remains only a small rest of it, like the dregs of a jar, a paltry life
like an unhealthy pasturage. Can you not see that truth [bagq] is no longer
practised and falsehood [b4t:/] no longer desisted from, so that the believer
rightly desires to meet God? I can only regard death as martyrdom [shahdda]

and life with the oppressors as a tribulation.®

Thewords ‘truth’(bagq) and ‘falsehood’ (batil) are very commonin the Qur’an;
the former is often used as a synonym for God’s revelation and His guidance
(see for example Qur. 2:119, 9:33, and 35:24), and is frequently opposed to the
latter (for example Qur. 2:42; 34:49 and 47:1-3). Thus, al-Husayn here regrets
that the world has changed for the bad, and says that the believer rightly desires
to meet God. Martyrdom is preferable to life ‘with the oppressors’. In spite of
the fact that the story of Karbala has become the main example of martyrdom
in Shi‘ite lore and theology, this is the only occurrence of the word shahdda,
‘martyrdom’, in the text. Although no word for ‘sacrifice’ is used in the text,
the fact that al-Husayn is prepared to die to keep his pact with God can be
regarded as an allusion to self-sacrifice. When al-Husayn has delivered his
speech, one of his companions responds, speaking for all his men, and asserts
their loyalty to him, even to death. In contrast to the lack of response from the
people of Kufa after the previous speeches, here al-Husayn’s followers renew
their pledge to support him.

In the speech itself, I find nothing except the reference to the sacrifice
as ratification of the covenant (item 7) that can obviously be associated with
the criteria in Mendenhall and Herion’s list. The reactions of al-Husayn’s

¢ Marsham, Rituals, 114-17, 168-80, 23049 and passim.
¢ Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 300-1.
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followers are, however, important in this respect, and will be dealt with

below.
Beyond al-Husayn’s Speeches

The speeches ascribed to al-Husayn are saturated with formal allusions to and
themes similar to those found in covenant formulae enacted in Ancient West
Asia, particularly in the form these took in the Sinai covenant between Yahweh
and the Hebrew people. It is to be noted that in later exegesis of Qur. 2:27, the
covenant given to the People of the Book in the Torah is the same as that
which Muhammad preached. For al-Tabari, for example, the divine covenant
of the Bible includes acceptance of Muhammad as a prophet.” What we have
in the four speeches discussed here, however, are not covenantal formulae in
themselves; they are, rather, attempts by al-Husayn to re-enact the bay‘ that
the inhabitants of Kufa have already made with him, and thus by extension
with God, through their letters and envoys. Hence, the text refers to the divine
covenant by allusions rather than accounting for it 7z extenso.”

Similar allusions to the covenant are found throughout the Karbala story.
In what follows I will recapitulate the main arguments advanced in the analysis
above by reviewing Mendenhall and Herion’s list, at the same time giving fur-
ther examples of passages from the story outside of the speeches whose themes

fitinto the characteristics of the covenant that they have suggested.

1. AND 2. IDENTIFICATION OF THE COVENANT-GIVER AND HISTORICAL
PROLOGUE
In the speeches analysed above, al-Husayn refers to his genealogy rather
than recounting a list of historical deeds. The same is true in speeches and
addresses other than those analysed above in which he refers to his geneal-
ogy as an argument both for his inviolability and for the fact that those
who invited him should adhere to their pacts. Thus, in a letter to the people

of Basra written before he set out on the journey to Kufa, he declares:

God gave preference to Muhammad before all His creatures. He graced

him with prophethood and chose him for His message. After he had

¢ Al-Tabari, Jam:S vol. I, 263-5.
70 As I have mentioned above, Gwynne argues that this is true also for the Qur'an.
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warned His servants and informed them of what he had been sent with,
God took him to Himself. We are his family, those who possess his
authority [awliya?, those who have been made his trustees [awsiyaT,
and his inheritors; we are those who have more rights to his position

among the people than anyone else.”

Similarly, al-Husayn’s genealogy is referred to in many places: by
al-Husayn himself, for example in a speech just before the battle,” by
his son,” and by others, such as al-Hurr once he had joined al-Husayn.™
Hence, both al-Husayn and his supporters argue that his authority derives
from God, via his grandfather, the Prophet Muhammad. The covenant-
giver is ultimately God, not al-Husayn, and his followers recognise this
pattern of authority. One of his most ardent companions, Zuhayr b.
al-Qayn, who initially disliked him but experienced an almost Pauline
conversion on the road between Mecca and Kufa,” says to one of the

Kufan opponents:

By God! I did not ever write to him; I did not ever send messengers to
him; I did not ever promise him my help. However, the road brought us
together. When I'saw him, I was reminded by him of the Apostle of God
and of his position with regard to the Apostle of God. I knew his enemies
and your party whom he was going toward. Then, I saw that it was right
that I'should help him, be in his party and put my life forward to protect
his, because of the truth of God and the truth of His Apostle, which you

have abandoned.”

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 240.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 329-30.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 356.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 334-5. It is interesting to note that the function of the references to
al-Husayn’s genealogy change slightly as the story moves. In the beginning it is used to argue for his
political precedence; later, when he is surrounded by the army, it is used as an argument for his invi-
olability. (For a discussion of this, see Hylén, ‘Husayn, the Mediator’, 168-76.) This use of one’s
genealogy is of course not unique to the family of the Prophet, as lineage in general was extremely
important in pre-Islamic and early Islamic Arabia, and referring to one’s ancestors was the main
means for placing oneself on the status ladder among the Arabs. For many Shi‘ites, though, ances-
try was of paramount importance as the legitimacy of the whole movement depended on the
descent of its leaders from the Prophet Muhammad. See Chapter 10.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 290-1.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 319.
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3. STIPULATIONS
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The mutual obligations stipulated in the bay% between al-Husayn and the
Kufans are referred to only in passing in the speeches analysed above. They
are stated more directly, however, in the letters from the Kufans, where
they promise to support him against the Umayyad authorities in the town.
Thus, Sulaymin b. Surad, al-Musayyab b. Najaba and Rifa‘a b. Shaddad -
that is, some of the men who later became the leaders of the Tawwaban
(see Part IT) — and others purportedly write to him:

There is no imam over us. Therefore come, so God may unite us in
truth through you. Al-Nu‘min b. Bashir is in the governor’s palace; we
do not gather with him for the Friday prayer. Nor do we accompany
him out of the mosque for the Festival prayer. If we hear that you will
agree to come to us, we will drive him away until we pursue him to

Syria, if God wills.””

In another letter, some Kufan Shi‘ites write: “The region has grown green;
the fruit has ripened; the waters have overflowed. Therefore, if you want to,
come to an army that has been gathered for you.”” It is furthermore stated
that more than fifty letters with similar messages were sent to Al-Husayn
within a few days. Al-Husayn’s part of the obligations is described in his
reply, a letter in which he states that if what they say is true, he will come
and be an imam ‘who acts according to the Book, one who upholds justice,

one who professes the truth and one who dedicates himself to the essence

of God’.*

DEPOSITS AND PUBLIC READINGS
According to Aba Mikhnaf, al-Husayn regarded the letters of invitation
from the Kufans as binding treaties. He refers to them in the first three

speeches, but also in a speech delivered just before the battle, in which he

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 234. On the refusal to pray with the governor as marker of political disunity,
see van Ess, Theologie, vol. 1, 17-19.

Lit. al-janab, ‘region’ or ‘tract’; see Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. I, 467a. Howard has not
translated this word.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 235.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 235.
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quotes the last letter cited above.®! We have also seen how his companion
Zuhayr b. al-Qayn indirectly refers to the letters as documents of a bind-
ing treaty when he argues that he is supporting al-Husayn despite having
written no letters and made no promises. Implicit in Zuhayr’s argument
is that those who had written to al-Husayn are even more obliged to stand
by him.

An incident related after al-Husayn’s second speech emphasises the
importance of the letters, and can be regarded as a case of ‘public reading’.
After the speech, al-Hurr b. Yazid, the commander of the enemy, questions

the existence of the letters:

‘By God! We know nothing of these letters that you mention.” Al-Husayn
said: ‘O, ‘Uqgba b. Sim‘n, bring out the two saddlebags in which their
letters to me are kept.” He brought out two saddlebags that were full of

documents and scattered them in front of them.?

Thus, the letters are kept by al-Husayn and presented as a proof that he had
actually received pledges of allegiance from the people of Kufa.

5. LIST OF WITNESSES
No formal list of third-party witnesses is given in the text. Implied in the
incident of the scattering of the letters is that al-Hurr becomes a witness
to the pact between al-Husayn and the people of Kufa. Furthermore, as
we saw in the analysis of the first speech, God is called on as a witness.
Indeed, God is the true covenant-giver, and in the Quran He is sufficient

as a witness.

6. BLESSINGS AND CURSES
The blessings and curses are very obvious in the speeches; if the people
keep their promises, al-Husayn will come to them, God will be satisfied,
they will attain rectitude and ‘a great reward’ from God, and so on. On the
other hand, if they break the pact, al-Husayn will leave them and they will
lose their reward in the hereafter. Similar explicit formulae of blessings and

curses do not occur elsewhere in the story.

81 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 330.
82 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 298-9.
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7. RATIFICATION
Al-Husayn’s speeches contain no trace of any ratification of the treaty they
refer to. As I have shown above, the AWA treaties were frequently ratified
through a blood sacrifice; less often, through an oath. In the Qur’an, nei-
ther oaths nor sacrifices are means used to confirm the covenant between
God and humankind, though verbal assents to God and His covenant are
mentioned on a few occasions. In Abii Mikhnaf’s account of the Karbala
story, al-Husayn several times declares his loyalty to God, as in the follow-

ing prayer just before the battle:

O God! Itis You in Whom I trust amid all grief. You are my hope in all
my distress. You are my trust and provision in everything that happens
to me, no matter how much the heart may seem to weaken, ingenuity to
fail, the friend to desert and the enemy to rejoice. I have received it [the
distress] through You and I complain to You out of my desire for You,
You alone. May You dispel it for me and relieve me of it. You are the
Master of all grace, the Possessor of all goodness and the Ultimate Resort

of all desire.®

Furthermore, al-Husayn’s followers several times verbally assert their
willingness to stand by his side. After the fourth speech analysed above,
Zuhayr b. al-Qayn speaks for all of them, saying:

We have heard God guide your words, son of the Apostle of God. By
God! If, by helping and supporting you, we must abandon [this world],
even if our world were eternal and we could be immortal within it, we

would still prefer going with you to staying in it.%

Like al-Husayn, his followers are prepared to die in order to uphold the
covenant. Later, the night before the battle, al-Husayn gives his followers
permission to leave him. They re-assert their allegiance to him and promise

that they will sacrifice their lives for him, saying:

By God! We will not leave you. Rather, our lives will be a sacrifice

[al-fida’] for you; we will protect you with our necks [bi-nuburinal,

8 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 327.
8 Al-Tabari, Tavikh, 11, 301.
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with our foreheads and with our hands. If we are killed, we have fulfilled

and accomplished what we promised.®

The formula ‘our lives will be a sacrifice for you’ and similar expressions
involving the word fidan® are very common in Arabic, denoting willing-
ness to give one’s life for another. In this passage, however, the sacrifi-
cial connotation is strengthened by the juxtaposition of the word nabr
(here in plural form: nubar), which, besides signifying the upper part
of the breast and the neck of the human body, also signifies the part of
the camel’s body where it is stabbed when sacrificed.¥” But it is not only
through their words that the followers show that they are sticking to their
pact with al-Husayn. Almost all of them are in fact killed in the ensuing
battle, and it can be argued that the deaths of al-Husayn and his followers
are described as a sacrifice, even if no word with that meaning is expressly
used in the story. In this context it is noteworthy that each time blood is
mentioned in the story, it is the blood of al-Husayn, his family, and his

supporters. Though many of his enemies are killed in the battle, nothing
is said of their blood.®

Though Aba Mikhnat describes the killings of al-Husayn and his fol-
lowers as sacrifices, they are, however, imbued with a different symbolic
value from that of the ratification sacrifices as analysed by Mendenhall and
Herion. Their deaths are not a warning of what will happen if they break
the covenant with God, but the outcome of their keeping it, as we can see
from the statement quoted above. Thus, while al-Husayn and his followers
ratify the covenant through verbal assent, neither oaths in the sense of “self-

cursings’ nor enactments of such oaths through sacrifices are to be found
in Aba Mikhnaf’s account.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 323.

This word can also be translated ‘ransom’, but even so it has clear sacrificial connotations. See
Adna, ‘O Son’, 316-17. The word is also used in the same context by one of al-Husayn’s followers,
when he says “We will not [leave you]. Rather we will sacrifice (tafdika) for your safety our lives,
property and families’ (al-Tabari, 7z 7ikh, II, 322). Although the text seems to be corrupt here, the
variants given in the Leiden edition use verbal derivatives of the root f-d-y.

7 Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon, vol. I1, 2774b-c; see also Adna, ‘O Son’, 340.

See e.g. al-Tabari, Tz 7ikh, 11, 351, 359, 360, 370. The only time the blood of al-Fusayn’s adversar-
ies is mentioned is when he says to the Kufans, just before his death: ‘If you kill me, God will send
misfortune among you and cause the shedding of your blood’ (al-Tabari, Ta 7ikh, 11, 365).
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8. THE IMPOSITION OF THE CURSES, SHOULD THE COVENANT BE
BROKEN
This, again, is a feature absent from al-Husayn’s speeches. In the account
of the battle that ensues, however, several situations are related where
people are punished for their contempt and mockery of al-Husayn - in
other words, for their violation of the covenant. On one of these occasions,

we are told that a certain ‘Abdallah b. Hawza scorns al-Husayn, who prays:

‘My Lord! Drive him into the Fire!” Then [Ibn Hawza’s] horse became
troubled in a stream and made him fall. His leg was stuck in the stirrups
and his head fell to the ground. The horse bolted and dragged him along,

making his head strike every stone and clod of earth until he died.®

In this and similar situations, al-Husayn does not personally have the
power to punish those that have broken the covenant; instead, he curses
them and lets God execute the punishment. This is yet another indication

that it is in fact God, not al-Husayn, who is the covenant-giver.
Karbala and Covenant in Aba Mikhnaf’s Account

Abu Mikhnaf regards the Karbala event as a serious violation of the divine
covenant with humankind. In his rendering of the affair, al-Husayn, as the
foremost representative of the family of the Prophet Muhammad, is the person
to whom God has given the authority to lead the community of believers.” To
refuse to accept him as leader is to go against God’s will and thus to break His
covenant. On the contrary, holding fast to the bay‘ to al-Husayn, whatever
the cost, means adhering to the covenant. Aba Mikhnaf seems to regard the
Karbala event as a kind of test which God put to the Muslim community.
Thus, he makes Zuhayr b. al-Qayn, the zealous companion of al-Husayn, say,
in a speech just before the battle:

People of al-Kufa, here is a warning to you of God’s punishment, a warning

insofar as it is the duty of a Muslim to advise his brother Muslim — and we are

% Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 337. Variant versions of the same event are given subsequently in the text.
Other examples of al-Husayn’s curse leading to God’s punishment of the cursed are found in
al-Tabari, Tz rikh, 11, 312, 361-2.

" This may indicate that he actually identified as a ‘soft’ Shi‘ite, as van Ess ( Theologie, vol. 1, 311) and
Crone (Political Thought, 117-18) maintain.
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still brothers in one religion and one faith [wa-nabnu batta al-dna ikhwatun
wa-‘ala dinin wabidin wa-millatin wabidin] as long as the sword does not
strike between you and us. Therefore, you are still appropriate persons to
receive advice from us. When the sword strikes, the protection will be cut
asunder. We will be a community, and you will be a community. God has
tested us and you [inna Allaha qad ibtalana wa-iyyakum) through the oft-
spring of His prophet Muhammad so that He might see what we and you are
doing. We summon you to help them and to desert the tyrant, ‘Ubaydallah
b. Ziyad.”

The tragedy of the affair, according to Aba Mikhnaf, was that the majority of
the Muslims did not pass the test; the community was split between those who
adhered to the covenant and those who did not.

But even though the covenant vocabulary and structure are so prominent
in his account of the Karbala drama, it is hard to say whether Aba Mikhnaf
has intentionally adopted this language and style in his relation of the event.
In other words, was this his usual way of describing the human-divine rela-
tionship, or has he endeavoured to structure this particular story within the
covenant framework? Without more extensive studies of Aba Mikhnaf’s writ-
ings, his vocabulary and his way of structuring his historiographical works, it is
difficult to say. In the stories about the Tawwabin and al-Mukhtar that will be
discussed below, however, there are few of the overt references to the covenant
that we find in his version of the Karbala story.

Al-Tabari himself probably regarded the idea of the divine covenant
as a major factor in history, and thus saw human history as a result of God’s
intervention.” If so, he would have been inclined to foreground, perhaps even
amplify, Aba Mikhnaf’s way of describing the Karbala event. In many other
historiographies of early Islam that use Aba Mikhnaf’s account of Karbala as a
source, the covenant theology does not figure as ubiquitously as in al-Tabarf’s
version. Though most historians base their accounts on Aba Mikhnaf, many
of them completely exclude the speeches: for example, Ibn Sa‘d, al-Ya‘qabi

and al-Isfahani. Others include some of the speeches, but sometimes in

ot Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 331.
> See the studies by Ulrika Martensson, for example her ‘Discourse’s Tabars; ‘Tbn Ishaq’, but
cf. Shoshan, Poetics, 85-107.



o | THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHI'ITE IDENTITY

abbreviated form. Thus, al-Baladhuri gives only a short version of the second
speech,” while al-Mufid has the two first speeches in full in his account.” Ibn
A‘tham al-Kafi gives the three first speeches more or less complete, but he
places them in contexts that differ from that given by Aba Mikhnaf. Thus, for
example, he presents the third speech as a letter from al-Husayn to the Shi‘ite
Sulaymian b. Surad and his companions in Kufa, admonishing them to hold
on to their promises.” The covenant setting that is so prominent in al-TabarT’s
version of Aba Mikhnaf is thus played down in most of the accounts that are

based on this one.
Abu Mikhnaf and Early Shi‘ite Covenant Theology

Several scholars have argued that the idea of the divine covenant was a salient
aspect of early Shi‘ite theology, but in a way that is very different from how it
was conceived in the Ancient West Asian tradition related above. The Shi‘ite
ideas about the covenant were, rather, placed in a late Antique esoteric frame-
work influenced by Neoplatonism and Gnosticism. Most of these scholars
base their research on collections of hadiths from the imams, collections that
were compiled from the late third/ninth up to the end of the fourth/tenth
centuries.” Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, however, argues that, even though
each separate hadith cannot with any certainty be said to derive from the imam
to which it is ascribed, the ideas expressed are probably very old and originate
in the time of the second/eighth-century imams like al-Baqir and al-Sadiq.”
Ideas on the covenant similar to those expressed in the hadiths examined by
Amir-Moezzi are also found in the texts from Shi‘ite ‘extremists’ (ghulat)
which are much earlier than the hadith collections, and which are examined
by Mushegh Asatryan.” Here, I will only reiterate the most important points
concerning the esoteric notion of the covenant expressed in these writings in
order to enable a comparison with Aba Mikhnaf’s Karbala account.”

% Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 111, 1,306.

% Al-Mufid, Al-Irshad, 224-5.

% Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Futub, vol. V, 143-5. The first and second speeches are found on pp. 135 and
137 respectively.

% The collections of Shi‘ite hadiths will be further discussed in Chapter 10.

7 Amir-Moezzi, ‘On Spirituality’.

Asatryan, Controversies.

This section is based on Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 33-7; ‘Cosmogony’; Amir-Moezzi and

Jambet, Shi7 Islam, 11-18. See also Asatryan, Controversies, 67-8; Bar-Asher, Scripture and

98
99
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The idea of the divine covenant in early Shi‘ism is closely related to its cos-
mogony, as the covenant-founding events (in the plural, as we will see) occur
before the creation of human beings in bodily form. As mentioned above, the
Qur’anic verse about the primordial covenant (Qur. 7:172) is central to the
notion of the divine covenant in Islam. Imami Shi‘ism, however, talks of a
covenantal relationship between future Believers (mu minsin) and God long
before the occasion mentioned in that verse. According to early Shi‘ite sources,
God created humankind in several stages, in increasingly less subtle and more
material forms. Very early on (if this expression can be used about a situation
preceding historical time), He made a covenant with the true Believers while
they were still in the form of ‘particles’ (Ar. dbarr) or ‘shadows’ (Ar. azilla).
This pact included not only a promise on the part of the Believers to wor-
ship and adore God, but also a vow of love and loyalty (waldya) towards the
Prophet, towards the imams, and towards the Mahdi, the messianic saviour at
the end of time.!® Later, God created the descendants of Adam in the form of
particles by mixing earth with water of different quality: this is the covenantal
occasion between God and humankind referred to in Qur. 7:172. One hadith
states:

A man asked Abu Ja‘far [al-Baqir] about [the meaning of] God’s word,
‘(Remember) when your Lord took from the sons of Adam - from their
loins — their descendants, and made them bear witness about themselves:
“Am I not your Lord?” They said, “Yes indeed!” to the end of the verse
[Qur. 7:172]. He replied, in the presence of his father [‘Ali b. al-Husayn, the
fourth imam], ‘My father reported to me that God took a fistful [gabda]
of earth [turab), the earth [turba] from which he created Adam. Then he
poured fresh, sweet water on it and left it for forty days; then he poured salty,
bitter water on it and left it for forty days. When the clay had fermented,
He took it and kneaded it vigorously, and then [the descendants of Adam]

came out like particles [dharr] from his right and from his left. He ordered

Exegesis, 132—6; Dakake, Charismatic Community, 145-55; Vilozny, Constructing a World View,
69-72,125-6.

1 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 34; see also Amir-Moezzi, ‘Cosmogony’. This first covenant God
made not only with the believers (mu’minin), but also with various spiritual beings such as
angels, and with the prophets. Amir-Moezzi calls these entities ‘the Pure Beings’ (Divine
Guide, 34).
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all of them to descend into the Fire, and so the People of the Right [ashab
al-yamin] entered, and it became cool and harmless for them, while the

People of the Left [ashab al-shimal] refused to enter.!”!

Here, the division of humankind between the true Believers who follow
God’s command (the People of the Right) and the unbelievers who diso-
bey Him (the People of the Left) is made clear. Amir-Moezzi argues that
according to the sources, the covenant mentioned in Qur. 7:172 includes
all humankind, but that ‘this oath covers only one point: the Unicity of the
Creator’.'” Thus, recognition of the unity of God (#s/am) is natural to all
human beings. The true Believers, the People of the Right, are included in
this covenant, but they have already taken the oath of waliya mentioned
above, and will remain faithful to God, the Prophet and the imams. The
People of the Left, on the other hand, have indeed declared their monothe-
ism through the affirmation that God is their Lord - as expressed in the
covenant verse — but since they have not promised walaya to the prophets
and imams, they will inevitably fall into sin and will thus always be opposed
to the true Believers.!®

Amir-Moezzi further explains that the opposition between true
Believers and non-believers is only a symptom of the conflict between cosmic
good and evil powers that existed long before the creation of humankind. The
first entities that were created, he writes, were the mutually opposed supreme

intelligence (‘¢g/) and ignorance (jzh/), and their armies:'**

These, in turn, are symbols and archetypes of the Imam and his followers on
the one side and of the Enemy of the Imam and his henchmen on the other.
This primeval struggle has an echo in every age and in every historical cycle

throughout all time.'®

10

Al-Kulayni, Al-kafz, vol. 11, 7, ‘Kitab al-iman wa-l-kuft’, Bab 2, no 2. T have drawn on the transla-
tions of Dakake (Charismatic Community, 150) and Amir-Moezzi (Divine Guide, 36). Words in
square brackets are added by me.

12 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 36. But cf. Dakake, Charismatic Community, 280, n. 32.

1% The notion of predestination inherent in this interpretation of the covenant was crucial in early
Shi‘ism, and is well-discussed by Dakake in Charismatic Community, 149-55. For similar Sunni
views, see Jaffer, ‘Covenant Theology’, 107-11.

104 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 6-8, 36.

105 Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi'7 Islam, 16.

[+
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Furthermore, Asatryan has demonstrated that already in the ghulat texts from
the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries, the battle at Karbala figures in
connection with the esoteric cosmology reviewed above.'*

I will return to the Imami Shi‘ite idea of the cosmic struggle in
Chapters 10 and 11. For now, it is enough to state that there are no indications
that Abi Mikhnaf held the dualist ideas that are found in the Shi‘ite sources
referred to by Amir-Moezzi. This is not unexpected, of course, as he probably
did not identify as a Shi‘ite of the kind discussed by the latter — and maybe not
as a Shi‘ite at all. Perhaps more surprising is the total absence from the had-
iths of references to the battle at Karbala which mention what Aba Mikhnaf
describes as al-Husayn’s and his followers” adherence to the divine covenant
and its violation by the enemy. One might have expected the importance of
the cosmic battle and the notion of the divine covenant in early Shi‘ism, in
the context of the interpretation of the Karbala drama as ‘the most tragic illus-
tration of Shi‘ism’s dualistic vision’,'” to call for the use of Aba Mikhnaf’s
covenantal perspective on this event.

Again, we must remember that Aba Mikhnaf was probably not an Imami
Shi‘ite, and that it is unlikely that he shared the dualist world-view expressed in
the early Imami sources. In his version of the Karbala story, the Muslim commu-
nity is not pictured as divided in a cosmic conflict ordained throughout eternity.
For him, the Muslims belonged together and should be united in faith and under
one leader — although he probably thought that the Umayyad dynasty did not
provide the leadership that was needed. An example of Aba Mikhnaf’s wish to
emphasise the unity of the Muslims is the common prayer on the occasion when
al-Husayn and his followers have just been intercepted by al-Hurr and his troop.
The time for noon prayer is coming, and al-Husayn prepares to pray. When
he comes out of his tent, he delivers his first speech (see above), but receives no
reaction from the Kufans. Abt Mikhnaf continues: ‘al-Husayn asked al-Hurr
b. Yazid whether he wanted to lead his followers in the prayer. He replied, “No,
but you pray and we will pray with you leading the prayer.” After the common

prayer, the two groups split up again and resume their former positions.'*®

1% Asatryan, Controversies, 28—34.
197" Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi 7 Islam, 25.
108 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 298.
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The tragedy of Karbala, according to Aba Mikhnat, is that in this battle
Muslims turned against Muslims, and, even more, that Muslims turned
against the offspring of the Prophet Muhammad and killed them. This is well-
expressed in the words of al-Husayn’s companion Zuhayr b. al-Qayn in his
address to the Kufans quoted above:

we are still brothers in one religion and one faith as long as the sword does
not strike between you and us ... When the sword strikes, the protection will
be cut asunder. We will be a community, and you will be a community. God
has tested us and you through the offspring of His prophet Muhammad so

that He might see what we and you are doing.'””

A similar attitude can be seen in al-Husayn’s refusal to begin the battle — he
prefers to wait for the enemy to open hostilities, even though it means less mar-
tial advantage for him and his companions. In contrast to this, Aba Mikhnaf
pictures the enemies as initiating the fight when he has the evil Shamir b. Dhi
al-Jawshan incite the governor of Kufa and enemy army commander, ‘Umar b.
Sa‘d, to attack,"" and makes ‘Umar shoot an arrow towards al-Husayn’s camp
and say, ‘Be witnesses that I was the first to shoot.”**

Passages such as these are far from the exclusivism found in Imami Shi‘ite
sources, and this might explain why later Shi‘ite renderings of the Karbala
story, while based on Aba Mikhnaf’s version and making ample use of the
details and imagery of his text, ignore his covenantal framework. Thus, if the
early date of the esoteric Shi‘ite ideas is accepted in accordance with the argu-
ment of the scholars mentioned above, we are able to compare two more or
less contemporary views of the divine covenant with humanity that are nev-
ertheless very different. This might also explain why al-Tabari, whose interest
in a more traditional view of the covenant Ulrika Mirtensson has forcefully
argued,'”® has preserved Aba Mikhnaf’s Kitab magtal al-Husayn more or less
unabridged, as far as we can tell.

109 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 331.

W0 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 307-8.

1 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 315-17.

112 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 335.

113 Mirtensson, “True New Testament’; 7zbars; ‘Tbn Ishaq’.
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According to Aba Mikhnaf, many people in Kufa felt that the killing of
al-Husayn at Karbala was very wrong, and regretted that they had not sup-
ported him at Karbala. It is to a group of these who wanted to do penitence for
what they regarded as not only neglect of loyalty to the family of the Prophet,
but also a sin against God, that we turn in Part I of the book.






PART I

REVENGE OR MARTYRDOM:
THE STORY OF THE
TAWWABUN (THE

‘PENITENTS’)






5

Introducing the Story of the Tawwabin

O ne of the earliest records of a reaction to the death of al-Husayn at
Karbala is the story of the Tawwabun (the ‘Penitents’)." The story tells
how some of the elders who had invited al-Husayn to Kufa but failed to sup-
port him felt deep regret for their failure to come to the aid of the grandson
of the Prophet. Soon after his death, they gathered, chose Sulaymin b. Surad
as their leader, and discussed how best to undertake penance (tawba) for this
crime. In their deliberations over their sin, they likened what they had done to
the Israelites’ idolatrous worship of the Golden Calf. In that situation, Moses
had commanded the children of Israel to execute all those among them who
had taken part in the idolatry.” The Penitents therefore considered commit-
ting collective suicide, following this example. But since Muslims are not per-
mitted to kill themselves, they decided against having recourse to this drastic
measure and instead decided to take up arms and rise up against the Umayyad
army, to kill those who had killed al-Husayn or be killed themselves in the
attempt to avenge him. The Penitents were well aware that this would prob-
ably lead to their own deaths, but they regarded their action as an act of mar-
tyrdom in the cause of loyalty to the Prophet and his offspring, hoping that it
would cleanse them of their guilt. A few years later, in Rabi‘ IT 65/November
684, they set out. Gathering at al-Nukhayla outside Kufa, they realised that the
numbers of those joining their ranks were far below what they had expected.
Furthermore, the Shi‘ites from Basra and al-Mad2’in who had promised to

' The chapters in Part IT draw heavily on two of my previously published studies (Hylén, ‘Date’;
‘Myth’). The analysis of the story that I make here is developed further, and as I have continued
studying the text, I have reconsidered some of the conclusions from the previous analyses. Thus,
some results presented in these chapters partly differ from those given in the articles.

2 Qur. 2:54, cf. Ex. 32: 25-9. For a brief discussion of this verse from the Qur’an, see Chapter 6.
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support them had not shown up. In spite of this, they decided to set out.
On their way to the battlefield, they stopped at al-Husayn’s tomb, dedicating
themselves to prayer for his soul and remorseful weeping over their own sin.
They continued on their way, eventually met the Umayyads in battle at “Ayn
al-Warda in northern Iraq, and were defeated. Some of the few survivors felt
great shame that they had not been killed in the campaign.’

As far as I have been able to detect, the only independent account of the
uprising of the Tawwabuan available to us is transmitted by Aba Mikhnaf; all
other versions are dependent on his ‘book’, Kitab Sulayman b. Surad wa-‘Ayn
al-Warda.* Aba Mikhnaf’s original text is lost to us but, as with the Karbala
story, it seems to have been reproduced in its entirety by Hisham b. al-Kalbi
(d. 204/819); Ibn al-Kalbi’s version in its turn is transmitted by al-Tabari
(d. 310/923). Other Muslim historians, such as al-Baladhuri (d. 279/892),
al-Mas‘adi (d. 345/956) and Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi (d. probably at the turn of
the fourth/tenth century), have also given versions of the story.’ Like that
of al-Tabari, their accounts are based on Aba Mikhnaf, but they show traces
of heavy editing and are abbreviated. The only other source for the Tawwaban
movement that may be independent of Aba Mikhnaf’s account is along poem
by the Kufan poet A‘shi Hamdan (d. 82 or 83/701 or 702).¢ The poem is an
elegy over the Tawwaban, describing their longing to repent, their journey
to ‘Ayn al-Warda and their brave but futile stand against the Umayyads. If
genuine, the poem certainly corroborates the narrative of Aba Mikhnaf. The
problem is that it is only extant in al-TabarT’s rendering of the story, where it
is appended to Aba Mikhnaf’s account. It has been included in a couple of

modern collections of A‘sha’s poems, and to my knowledge no one has

* The full text is given in al-Tabari, Ta7ikb, 11, 497-513, 538-78. For more comprehensive sum-
maries in translation, see Wellhausen, Religio-Political Factions, 121-4; Calmard, ‘Culte’, 66-9;
Jafri, Origins, 222-34; Halm, Shia Islam, 16-20; Denny, ‘Tawwaban’; Dakake, Charismatic
Community, 90-5.

+ Ibn al-Nadim, Fzhrist, vol. 1, 93.

> Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. V1, 363-74; al-Mas‘adi, Murauj, vol. V, 213-21; Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi,
Futith, vol. V1, 47-53, 58-87. I accept Lindstedt’s arguments for his approximate date of Ibn
Atham (‘Kitab al-Dawla’, 118-23; ‘Sources’) against Conrad, who places it about a century
earlier (‘Ibn A‘tham’, 90-6). See now also McLaren, ‘Dating’, where Lindstedt’s later dating is
supported.

¢ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 572-5. On A‘sha Hamdan, see Seidensticker, ‘A‘sha Hamdan’.
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doubted its authenticity,” but it is of course possible that it was created long
after the death of A‘sha on the basis of Abit Mikhnaf’s account. I will return to
this poem at the end of Chapter 8.

The present study uses al-Tabari’s rendering of Aba Mikhnaf’s text as its
main source, comparing it, when necessary, with the versions of al-Baladhuri
and Ibn Atham. The fact that ultimately there exists only one narrative source
for the actions of the Tawwabun is of course problematic for the historian.
Of the three accounts of Kufan Shi‘ite affairs studied in this book, the story of
the Tawwabtn is the one with the least evidence for its historicity. The most
probable reason it is not related by any other historian independently of Aba
Mikhnaf is that in the turbulent years around the second fztza the movement
was politically far too insignificant. It simply did not stir interest in the minds
of most historians. That Aba Mikhnaf recorded this story is probably owing
to the attention he devotes to his own family and tribe, al-Azd.* Sulaymin
b. Surad, the main leader of the Tawwabin, came from the tribe of al-Khuzi‘a,
which according to many traditions was a sub-tribe of al-Azd,” and one of
the other initiators of the movement, ‘Abdallih b. Sa‘d b. Nufayl, was also an
Azdi."® Another connection between Aba Mikhnaf and the Tawwiban may
be that, according to one account, his great-grandfather Mikhnat'b. Sulayman
al-Azdi, who had served under “‘Ali b. Abi Tilib at the battle of Siffin," was one
of the Tawwabun killed at “Ayn al-Warda."> As Borrut has demonstrated, how-
ever, there are several conflicting accounts of that death.” Be that as it may,
Abu Mikhnaf’s tribe, al-Azd, was amply represented among the Tawwaban.
But even if this was reason enough for Aba Mikhnaf to record the ventures
of the group, we must be very careful about taking the story as an account of
what ‘really happened’ - even more so than with the Karbala story itself, where

several independent versions give a similar picture of the basic developments;

7 A‘sha Hamdan, Diwdn, 76-9 (poem no. 4); al-A‘sha, Gedichte, 315-17. See also El-Acheche, La
poésie 5iite, 197-8, though I disagree with the opinion of this author that part of the poem is about
al-Husayn’s death at Karbala.

$ See the discussion about Aba Mikhnaf in Chapter 2.

% Kister, ‘Khuza‘a’; Webb, ‘al-Azd’.

10" Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 497.

W Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 1, 3,303-4.

12 Tbn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib, vol. X, 78-9.

3 Borrut, ‘Remembering Karbala”, 264, esp. n. 67.
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the story of al-Mukhtar, as we shall see, is also attested by several independent
sources. What we can glean from the story of the Tawwaban is a glimpse
of the trajectory of the early development of Shi‘ism and of the role played
by al-Husayn’s death in the emerging movement. This does not, of course,
necessarily mean the story is entirely made up or false. My point is that, until
the opposite is demonstrated, we do not know how much of this account is
historical — when it comes to the details, at least.

It is the first half of the Tawwabtn story that is most interesting for
the study of early Shi‘ism. Ideological matters are to be found mainly in the
speeches and letters of the first part and in the account of the visit to the
grave, which is placed almost exactly in the middle of Aba Mikhnaf’s ‘book’.
(The account of the dealings between Ibn al-Zubayr and the Kharijites, which
breaks oft the story of the Tawwabun, must have been inserted by al-Tabari in
his annalistic work, as it deals with the year 64 An; it was most likely not origi-
nally part of Aba Mikhnaf’s work.") Notably, even though al-Husayn and his
death at Karbala are almost omnipresent in the first half of the story, after the
visit to the grave his name is never mentioned, not even once, and those few
references made to him, to the supporters killed at Karbala and to the family
of the Prophet are made only in passing.”® Similarly, whereas words derived
from the root #-w-b (‘turning’ or ‘repentance’) — one of the most important
concepts of the story — occur at least twelve times in the first half of the text (a
couple of times referring to God as the relenting one, the one who ‘turns’ from
his anger), only four occurrences follow the visit to the grave.' In the first half
of the text, the sin of treason against al-Husayn is deliberated on and discussed;
after the visit to the grave, the story becomes a common battle account, with
many of the traditional topoi of such accounts.”” Here, then, the ideological
aspects of the Tawwabun’s mission are less frequent and are rendered in much

more general terms.

Y Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 513-37.

5 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 556, 558.

16 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 550, 555, 560, S67.

17 For such topoi (e.g. how the armies are arranged and who are appointed as commanders of the dif-
ferent units, the succession of command, messages of victory sent to the caliph, etc.) see Noth and
Conrad, Early Arabic Historical Tradition, 111-29.
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Several scholars have claimed or presupposed, without really arguing for
their position, that the story is much older than Aba Mikhnaf."* A problem
when attempting to date the text is the dearth of independent versions to
compare. Gerald Hawting does not explicitly state that the story is early in his

article on the ‘Ashiira’, but he seems to imply it when he writes that

it could be maintained that it is only their preoccupation with the death of
Husayn, their identification of their ‘great sin’ with failure to support the
grandson of the Prophet, which really places the Tawwiban in a Muslim
context. If one went through their speeches and letters and deleted the spe-
cific references to Husayn and his family, what would be left would seem

distinctly unusual in Islam.?

To me, this statement signals that Hawting believes the story of the Tawwabian
to be, indeed, very early. The reason he believes the story to be in many ways
‘distinctly unusual in Islam’, I infer, is that, at the early date when parts of it
were composed, many tenets that were later considered as truly Islamic had
not yet developed.”

In the following chapters, I will argue that a close analysis of the struc-
ture and content of parts of the text gives reason to believe that at least these
parts go back to the end of the first/beginning of the seventh century, at the
latest. Provided the story is indeed as early as I think, it gives a unique insight
into some of the ideas and rituals of emerging Shi‘ism. Two sections from
the account of the Tawwiban are particularly interesting in this regard for
the ideational elements so evident within them: four ‘programmatic’ texts
at the beginning of the story which I will discuss in Chapter 6, and the passage
about the visit to al-Husayn’s grave in the middle of the story, to be analysed
in Chapter 7. In Chapter 8, I will attempt to date the story and give some
concluding reflections.

'8 Halm explicitly calls it an old text (Shi% Islam, 18). See Hylén, ‘Date’, 176-84, for a more extended
discussion of this matter.

' Hawting, “Tawwabin’, 180.

" Hawting has confirmed this in a personal email to me, 19 January 2015. In support of Hawting’s
argument, see now Pregill, ““Turn in Repentance™, 142, n. 87.



6

Betrayal and Guilt in the Tawwabdin’s
Speeches and Letters

The Four Programmatic Texts

A t the beginning of the story of the Tawwabiun, there are four texts — three
speeches and one letter — which are programmatic in the sense that they
lay out the emotions and thoughts of the group about their failure to support
al-Husayn and their ideas about what to do to atone for their sin. The first
speech is ascribed to one of the leaders of the group, al-Musayyab b. Najaba,
the second speech and the letter to its main leader, Sulayman b. Surad, and the
final speech to the propagandist ‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Abdallih al-Murri.

Below, I reproduce what I regard as the most important parts of these
four texts. The sections not quoted verbatim (mainly the introductions and/
or the final parts) have been summarised.' To facilitate reference, each text has
been assigned a roman number (I-IV), and the texts have been divided into
sections. In order to distinguish the four programmatic texts from those about
the visit to the grave (which will be analysed in the following chapter), I refer
to them with a “T"”. Thus, for example, T.II1.2 will refer to Text III, Section 2.

The Texts

The first two speeches, ascribed to al-Musayyab b. Najaba and Sulayman b.
Surad respectively, are found in the same kbabar. Its isnad is the following:
Hishim b. Muhammad [al-Kalbi] - Aba Mikhnaf - Yasufb. Yazid - “‘Abdallih

! T have followed Gerald Hawting’s translation (al-Tabari, History, vol. XX); when, in a few cases,
I have made minor changes, I have noted this. Words within square brackets are added by me.
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b. ‘Awf b. al-Ahmar al-Azdi. Thus, there are two links in the chain of trans-
mission between Aba Mikhnaf and the occasion described. All we know of
Yasuf b. Yazid is that he was an authority frequently used by Aba Mikhnaf;?*
‘Abdallah b. ‘Awf was an accomplished poet.* The kbabar, which is quite
long,* relates how the group met in the house of Sulayman b. Surad, full of
guilt and remorse over their failure to support al-Husayn at Karbala. There,
al-Musayyab and Sulayman deliver their speeches.

Text I (Speech by al-Musayyab B. Najaba)

Al-Musayyab begins his talk by referring to the advanced age of all those
assembled and the need to repent before life here on earth ends. He continues:

1. We were enamoured of self-justification and praising our party [shiatina]
until God put our best men to the test and found us sham on two of the
battlefields of the son of our Prophet’s daughter.’

2. Before that, we had received his letters and his messengers had come to us
offering forgiveness, asking us to help him again in public and in private.

3. But we withheld ourselves from him until he was killed so near to us. We did
not help him with our hands, argue on his behalf with our tongues, strengthen
him with our wealth, or seek help for him from our clans.

4. What will be our excuse for our Lord and at the meeting with our Prophet
when his descendant, his loved one, his offspring and his issue has been slain
among us? No, by God, there is no excuse unless you kill his murderer and
those who assisted him or unless you are killed while seeking that. Perhaps
our Lord will be satisfied with us in that, for I have no security against His

punishment after meeting Him.

Al-Musayyab finishes the speech by urging those assembled to elect a com-
mander who can lead them in this act of vengeance.® The group chooses
Sulayman b. Surad as their leader, and he delivers his speech.

* Sezgin, Abi Mibnaf, 226.

3 On him, see El-Acheche, La poésie 57 ite, 150-2.

* Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 497-501.

> One of the battlefields is, of course, Karbala. Which is meant by the other one is less certain.
It could have been the insurrection of Hujr b. ‘Adi in 51/671, as Hawting suggests (al-Tabarf,
History, vol. XX, 81, n. 374), or the raising of Muslim b. ‘Aqil, which is discussed in Chapter 3.

¢ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikb, 11, 498-9.



126

| THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHI'ITE IDENTITY

Text II (Speech by Sulayman b. Surad)

Having praised God and confessed his faith in God and the Prophethood of

Muhammad, Sulaymin continues by lamenting that the times have sunk so

low. Then he goes on:

1.

What good is it for the most virtuous of this party [hadibi al-shi‘a] that we
were yearning for the family of our Prophet [4/ nabiyyina] to come, offering
them help and urging them to come,

but when they came we were weak and feeble and spineless, we delayed and
waited to see what would happen, until the descendant of our Prophet, his
offspring and his progeny, flesh of his flesh and blood of his blood, was killed
in our very midst? He called for help but received none, he asked for justice
but was not given any.

The impious ones made him a target for arrows and a butt for spears until
they had broken him, assaulted him and stripped him.

Rise up indeed, for your Lord has been angered. Do not go back to your wives
and children until God has been satisfied! By God, I do not think He will be
satisfied unless you fight against those who killed him or perish. Do not fear
death! By God, no man ever feared it without debasing himself.

Be like those Israelites when their prophet said to them, ‘You have done
evil to yourselves by your adoption of the Calf. Turn in repentance [z#bi]
to your Creator and kill yourselves. That will be best for you with your
Creator.” And do what the people did. They fell on their knees and stretched
out their necks and accepted the judgment, until they understood that noth-
ing would save them from the magnitude of their offence except patient
acceptance and slaughter.

How will it be with you, if you are summoned to something similar? Make
sharp the swords, assemble the lances, ‘and get ready against them what
strength you can. Prepare for war’®so you can be assembled when you are

summoned to fight.”

7 Qur. 2:54.
¥ Qur. 8:60. Hawting has not indicated this passage as Qur’anic.
° Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, S00-1.
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Later, Sulayman writes a letter to the Shi‘ites of al-Mada’in and Basra.
The letter is recounted to Aba Mikhnaf by a certain al-Husayn b. Yazid
b. ‘Abdallih b. Sa‘d b. Nufayl. Nothing is known of this man except that
his grandfather, ‘Abdallah b. Sa‘d b. Nufayl, was purportedly one of the five
leaders of the Tawwibun and was killed at “Ayn al-Warda as the deputy of
Sulaymin b. Surad.’ Al-Husayn b. Yazid is the only authority in the zsnad of
the letter, and he states that he first read it at the time when Sulayman (b. ‘Abd
al-Aziz) was caliph, that is, 96-9/715-17.

Text III (Letter from Sulayman b. Surad)

After the traditional greetings, Sulayman regrets the present state of the world,
and states that ‘the best servants of God” have decided to leave this world for
the glories of the coming one. He continues:

1. The friends of God among your brethren and the party of your Prophet’s
tamily [shi‘at al nabiyyikum] have reflected upon the way they were put to
the test in the matter of the son of their Prophet’s daughter."

2. He responded when he was invited but received no answer when he called,
wanted to go back but was detained, asked for safe conduct but was denied it.

3. He refrained from attacking the people although they did not refrain from
him, but attacked and killed him, then plundered and stripped him wrong-
fully and in enmity, heedless and ignorant of God. What they did offended
God and they will not return to Him. “Those who commit evil will know the
reversal which they will endure.”*?

4. When your brethren considered and thought about the end to which they
were coming, they saw they had sinned greatly in betraying the pure and good
one, in delivering him up and refraining from aiding and helping him.

5. They saw there was no release for them and no repentance [tawba] apart
from killing his murderers or killing themselves so that their spirits would be
consumed in it. Your brethren have thought seriously, and you should too

and prepare.

1 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 497, 556, 562. See also Sezgin, Abi Mibnaf, 207-8.
... ibn bint nabiyyibim; Hawting has translated this ‘their Prophet’s grandson’.
2 Qur. 26:227.
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In the second half of the letter, Sulayman sets a place and a time for the people
of al-Mad@’in and Basra to meet with the Kufans. He then exhorts the recipi-
ents to join them in the struggle and to be prepared to meet death in repenting
of their sins."”

While it is of course impossible to determine whether even parts of this
letter were actually written by Sulaymain, certain features in the second half
of the rather long letter indicate that this part is a later addition to an earlier

original. I will return to this question below.
Text IV (Speech by Ubaydallah b. ‘Abdallah al-Murri)

The final speech is related by al-Husayn b. Yazid (that is, the same authority
as for the previous text), on the authority of ‘a man of Muzayna’. Of course,
we cannot know who the latter was or what his credentials were as a source.'*
The speech is presented as a call to the Kufans to join the Tawwaban, given by
the propagandist (a/-d4 %) ‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Abdallah al-Murri, who is otherwise
unknown to us.

‘Ubaydallah begins his speech by recapitulating the position of the
Prophet Muhammad as God’s elected, who has guided the community from
destruction to God. He then continues:

1. Has God created among the first and the last anyone with a greater right to
authority over this community than its Prophet? And have the descendants
of any one of the prophets and messengers or anyone else a greater right to
rule over this community than those of its Messenger? No, by God, there has
not been and there will not be.

2. You belong to God. Have you not seen and have you not heard what evil was
done to the son of your Prophet’s daughter? Did you not regard how the
people violated his sanctity [burma], considered as weakness his solitariness,
splattered him with blood, and pulled him down to the ground? In it they did
not respect their Lord or al-Husayn’s kinship with the Prophet. They made
him a target for arrows and left him a slaughter for the hyenas.

3. Blessed are the eyes of him who has seen the like of him, and blessed is Husayn
the son of “Ali. What a man was he they betrayed! He was true and patient,

13 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 502—4.
Y Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 507.
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trustworthy, helpful and resolute; he was the son of the first of the Muslims in
Islam and the son of the daughter of the Messenger of the Lord of the Worlds.

4. His defenders were few while his foes flocked around him, and his enemy
killed him while his friend betrayed him. Woe to the killer and shame on the
traitor!

5. God will accept no plea from his killer and no excuse from his betrayer unless
he sincerely turns to God in repentance [tawba], struggles against the mur-
derers, and opposes the unrighteous. Perhaps on those conditions God will
accept the repentance [tawba] and disregard the offence.

6. We call you to the Book of God, the Sunna of His Prophet, the seeking of
vengeance for the blood of his family [ah/ baytibi], and the struggle against
the violators of God’s law and renegades. If we are killed, that which God has
prepared for us with Him is better for the God-fearing; if we are victorious,
then we will restore this authority to the family of our Prophet [ahl bayt

15

nabiyyind|
Formal Analysis

When these texts are placed side by side, it is evident that the first three texts,
excepting the second half of Text III (the letter from Sulayman, which will
be discussed below), are similar in both structure and content. The following

elements are included in all three texts, in roughly the same order:

a. The Tawwiban begin by speaking of their advanced age and the prospect
of departing this life. This leads to the considerations expressed in (f) and
(g) below.

b. The speaker speaks of his group as the shi‘z, the ‘party’ (T.I.1; T.IL1;
T.IIL.1).

c. Al-Husayn is spoken of as the offspring or grandson of the Prophet (T I.1,
4; T.IL.2; T.IIL.1).

d. Al-Husayn had been invited to Kufa by the Shi‘ites and/or asked for their
support (T.1.2; T.IL.1; T.IIL.2).

e. But the Shi‘ites did not help or support him, and he was killed (T.1.3;
T.I1.2, 3; T.IIL.2).

5 Al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, S07-8.
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f.  God has been offended; the Shi‘ites have committed a sin (T.I1.4 [implied];
T.I1.4; T.II1.4).

g. The only way to show true repentance is to seek revenge for al-Husayn’s
death, or to die in the attempt (T.1.4; T.IL.4-6; T.IILS).

These similarities indicate that the first three speeches may go back to an ear-
lier, probably oral tradition. Although we can hardly regard them as ‘replays
of tape recordings™® of what al-Musayyab and Sulaymin said and wrote, they
could well be a rendering of an early tradition about the Tawwabun relating
the main ideas of the group. However, as indicated above, I doubt that the
second half of Sulayman’s letter (Text IIT), which I have not rendered in full
here, is part of the original text. There are three reasons for this.

To begin with, the first half of the letter is self-contained. After T.IIL.5,
a date and a place for the mustering of the forces are set. (Whether these sen-
tences belong to the original first half or the attached second part is unclear; see
the discussion below.) What comes next is a general call to repentance through

jthad. This is redundant, given the first half of the letter.

Furthermore, the content of the second half of the letter differs from that
of the three documents quoted above. The motif of revenge for the death
of al-Husayn is totally absent; in fact, he is never mentioned, and the only
time the family of the Prophet is brought up is in a general exhortation to
fight against their enemies. Those addressed in the letter are several times
exhorted to repent, but the nature of the sin is not discussed. This is indeed
the section in the story of the Tawwibun where derivatives of the root #-w-b
(‘turning’ or ‘repentance’) are most frequent, with four of a total eighteen or
so occurrences in the story occurring in these lines.”” The writer of this part of
the letter refers to those previously killed as martyrs and as exemplars of how
one should behave when tested by God (a later narrator has added a gloss that
this refers to Hujr b. “Adi and his followers). A similar pattern for imitation,
alluding to the story of the Children of Israel and their acceptance of judge-

ment after the incident of the Golden Calf, is already given in Sulayman’s

1 This expression is taken from John P. Meier, who often uses it in a similar way in his books about
the historical Jesus; see e.g. A Marginal Jew, vol. 1V, 42, 521.
17 T have not included the name of the group in this number.
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speech in T.ILS5. There, however, rather than martyrdom, the Israelites are
described as humbly accepting God’s punishment for the sin they commit-
ted. Furthermore, the interpretation offered of the Golden Calf incident in
T.ILS5 is very unusual, and also quite unorthodox," as implied in the words
ascribed to Khalid b. Sa‘d that directly follow Text II, where he says that
killing oneself ‘is something which was ordered to a people who were before
us while we have been prohibited from it’."” In my view, the insertion of such
astrange interpretation of the Golden Calf incident at a later stage is unlikely,
and I therefore agree with Gerald Hawting in regarding T.ILS as very early. I
am, however, inclined to think that someone has attached the second half of
Text III to emphasise the motif of repentance. The editor has been following
the pattern of T.IL5, but, unwilling to take such an unorthodox interpreta-
tion of the Qur’anic text, has taken a more acceptable example as a model for
imitation.

Finally, the two halves of the letter use different words for ‘family’ in the
expression ‘the family of the Prophet’. Whereas in the first half of the letter
(T.III.1) — and the second speech (T.I1.1) — the word 4/ is used for ‘family’, in
the second half of the letter the word used is 2h/. Although the words are used
more or less synonymously in classical Arabic, I find it difficult to believe that
the same author should consistently have used one word in the first half of the
text, then another in the second.?

Each of these arguments for the second half of the letter being a later
appendage would hardly suffice in its own right, but the cumulative evi-
dence indicates a process in which a later addition was attached to the
original text. It is difficult to say exactly where to draw the line between the
original and the addition. If, as I think most likely, the original document
as we have it is not the words of Sulaymin himself but a rendering of the

ideas of the Tawwabtn as they were remembered by those who came after

18 See Hawting, “Tawwaban’, 171. See Pregill, ““Turn in Repentance™, 138 n. 75, for another
‘unique’ instance of this interpretation. Pregill’s article is an excellent study of early interpretations
of Qur. 2:54.

1 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 501.

* For the meanings of these words, see Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. I, 121, 127. The Arab
lexicographers do not agree on whether 4/ originates from ah/ where the 5 is elided, or whether it
was an original z-w-/ with an elided w (Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, vol. 1, 127 b). See also Amir-
Moezzi, Spirituality, 19 n. 37.



132 | THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHI'ITE IDENTITY

them, the place and time of the meeting could have been part of the original;
by the time of writing, the place and time of the meeting and the group’s
departure would have been generally known. Still, such concrete details
strike a discordant note with the other texts, and it is perhaps more prob-
able that these were part of the subsequent appendage. Be that as it may,
my main hypothesis, to which I adhere in what follows, is that the second
half of the letter (with or without the time and place for meeting) is a later
addition.

The final speech (Text IV) is also at variance with the first three texts. A
couple of the elements listed from Texts I-III are missing. Thus, the intro-
duction does not mention the impending encounter with God after death,
and the term ‘shi%’ is not used anywhere in the text to designate the group.
Furthermore, several elements not found in the previous texts are present
in Text IV. The introduction (T.IV.1) brings up the merits of the Prophet
Muhammad and his descendants’ right to authority, rather than the brevity
of this earthly life, and the text ends with a promise to restore authority to the
family of the Prophet (T.IV.6). In addition, al-Husayn is described not only as
the grandson of the Prophet as in the texts examined above, but also as the son
of ‘All, “the first of the Muslims in Islam’ (T.IV.2-3).*! This is, moreover, the
only time in these four texts that al-Husayn’s name is spelt out. Furthermore,
the structural differences between Texts I-III on the one hand and Text IV on
the other are striking. The content is arranged in a different manner, so that,
while Texts I-IIT have more of a chronological outline of the material, Text IV
revolves around al-Husayn’s position and character and the wickedness of his
adversaries. Although this is not the place for a full structural analysis of Text
IV, itis clear that that text is well-structured and that it features several literary
and rhetorical devices. We have already seen that the theme of the authority of
the descendants of the Prophet forms an znc/usio which frames the speech. The
text also contains other rhetorical tools, such as antithetical parallelisms and

2 ibn awwali al-muslimina islaman. Perhaps this phrase should rather be translated ‘the son of

the first of those who submitted among the submitters’. The question of how one should trans-
late the words mauslim and #slam depends to a large extent on what position one takes regarding
the question of when they began to be used as designations for a certain religious group and its
adherents. For a date of this shift in use at the end of the first Muslim century (and also for the
date I regard as the terminus ante quem for the origin of much of the story of the Tawwabiin), see
Donner, Mubammad and the Believers.
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chiastic structures.”” The obvious conclusion of these arguments is that Text
IV has an ultimate origin that differs from that of Texts I-III.

In summary, then, my analysis suggests that Texts I, II and the first half
of Text IIT are based on early traditions about the Tawwabtn, but that the
second half of Text III has a different origin and is probably a later addition.
Text IV also has a source which differs from that/those of Texts I-III, though

it is difficult to say whether or not this is later.
Content

The discussion above has touched on the content of the four programmatic
texts. In what follows I will develop this subject a little more. Three themes
are prominent in the texts: the image of al-Husayn; the Karbala tragedy and
the treachery of the Tawwibin; and the dire consequences for the traitors and

the need to repent.
The Image of al-Husayn

All the texts emphasise that al-Husayn is the progeny of the Prophet. He is ‘the
son of our/their Prophet’s daughter’ (T.I1.1; T.IIL.1; T.IV.2, 3). In one passage
he is described as ‘the descendant of our Prophet, his offspring and his prog-
eny, flesh of his flesh and blood of his blood [walad nabiyyina wa-sulalatubu
wa-‘usaratubu wa-bad ‘atun min labmibhi wa-damibi]’ (T .I1.2); similar terms
occur in other texts as well (T.1.4; T.IV.2). Thus, all the texts trace his relation-
ship with the Prophet through Fatima. In Text IV, however, al-Husayn’s kin-
ship to ‘Aliis highlighted, along with his blood relation to the Prophet through
Fatima (T.IV.3). Texts III and IV, furthermore, dwell on the character of
al-Husayn: thus in T.II1.4 he is said to be ‘the pure and good one [a/-zakiyyn
al-tayyibu]’, and in T.IV.3 he is described as ‘true and patient, trustworthy,

helpful and resolute [dha sidg wa-sabr wa-dha amana wa-najda wa-hazm]’.
The Karbala Tragedy and the Treachery of the Tawwabin

There is nothing like a full description of the events before and during the battle
of Karbala: these things are only alluded to. Everybody of course understands

> Although similar techniques are found in the previous texts as well (e.g. the parallelism in the last
sentence of T.IL.2), they are not at all as frequent and prominent as in Text IV.
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what is referred to. The event is so well-known that it is unnecessary to relate
it in these texts, and the emphasis is rather on the interpretation of what hap-
pened. Thus, the events themselves are outlined only very briefly in Texts I-III:

a. The first contacts between the Shi‘ites of Kufa and al-Husayn (the
exchange of letters, the invitation to al-Husayn).

b. The coming of al-Husayn.

His plea for help and support from the Shi‘ites and their failure to respond.

o o

The attack on him and his killing by the evil-doers.

What is particularly interesting is that the sequence of the events is not only
the same in all three texts, but corresponds to the accounts of the Karbala
tragedy related in the three versions analysed in Chapter 3. As I will argue in
Chapter 8, the story of the Tawwabun (or at least the sections analysed in this
and the following chapters) is probably earlier than those versions. In other
words, a standardised account of the tragedy — probably in agreement with the
historical order of events — began to emerge soon after its occurrence.
In Text IV, only the treachery (c) and the killing (d) are mentioned.

The Dire Consequences for the Traitors, the Need to Repent and the
Manner of Repentance

This is perhaps the most conspicuous theme in these texts. It distinguishes
the ideology of the Tawwabtn from that of other Shi‘ites, and it is found in
all four texts (T.1.4, T.IL.4-6; T.II1.4-5; T.IV.4-6). The Tawwaban regard
their betrayal of al-Husayn as a mortal sin against God. It must be atoned
for by avenging his death or by dying in the attempt. If — as I will argue in
Chapter 8 — the parts of the story that I analyse here originate in the late first/
early eighth century, then the call for repentance or penitence, tawba, is indeed
one of the earliest instances of this theme preserved for us in Islamic literature
outside of the Quran. In early Sufism it occurs frequently, but the literature

that preserves the deliberations over what is to be done is several decades later.”

# For this concept in the Qur'an, see Denny, ‘Qur’anic Vocabulary of Repentance’, and, more
recently, Reynolds and Moghadam, ‘Repentance’, 382-5. For its use in early Sufism, see Béwering,
‘Early Sufism’.
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The root #-w-b and its derivatives can literally be translated ‘to turn’. In
the Qur’an, this verb is used both with human actors and with God as sub-
jects: the two are interdependent. Thus Qur. 5:39 says, “Whoever turns [in
repentance] [man taba) after his evildoing and sets [things] right — surely God
will turn to him [fa-inna allabu yatibu alaybi]’, and Qur. 9:118, ‘He [God]
turned to them [in forgiveness] so that they might [also] turn [in repentance]
[tdba ‘alaybim li-yatibi]’. In the story of the Tawwabtn, both these uses of
the root z-w-b appear, but with a heavy preponderance on the side of human
repentance and turning to God; of the eighteen occurrences of the root that I
have found, only two refer to God’s turning or relenting towards humankind.”
So the empbhasis in the story is clearly on the need for the Shi‘ites to repent of
their sin in betraying al-Husayn. As the texts quoted above demonstrate, the
Tawwaban believe that the only way for them to show sincere repentance
for this offence is to be prepared to die to atone for their sin.”* An important
example of this idea is the unusual interpretation in T.IL5 of Qur. 2:54. The

full verse goes:

And when Moses said to his people, ‘My people! Surely you have done your-
selves evil by taking the calf. So turn [¢#b4] to your Creator (in repentance),
and kill yourselves.” That will be better for you in the sight of the Creator.”
He turned to you (in forgiveness) [t2ba]. Surely He — He is the One who

turns (in forgiveness) [¢/-tawwab], the compassionate.

Sulaymin quotes only the first part of the verse. Hawting argues that in the
Tawwibun’s interpretation of this verse we find the link between the Jewish
celebration of the Day of Atonement and the Shi‘ite ‘Ashira’ festival. The
common denominator, according to Hawting, is the yearning for atonement,

* Denny, ‘Qur’anic Vocabulary of Repentance’, 655; Reynolds and Moghadam, ‘Repentance’,

382-5.

Both these occurrences are found in Qur. 2:128, which is quoted in the account of the visit to the

grave. See Chapter 7.

% On the discussion about the need for an outward expression of an inner repentance, see van Ess,
Theologie, vol. IV, 579-90, esp. 586. Although van Ess mentions the Tawwaban on p. 586, most
of his discussion relates to later developments in Islamic theology.

7 Droge has translated the words u#qtulit anfusakum ‘kill one another’. This is probably more in line
with the original intention of the text in the Qur’an. Here I have followed Hawting’s more literal
translation (al-Tabari, History, vol. XX, 83; Hawting, “Tawwaban’) as this seems to be how these
words were understood by the Tawwabuan. See also n. 67 in Droge’s translation of this verse.

2

K



36 | THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHI'ITE IDENTITY

something which the Tawwiban thought could only be reached by sacrificing
their own lives in the attempt to exact revenge for the killing of al-Husayn.
However, there is nothing in the story that indicates a commemorative ritual
foreshadowing the ‘Ashara’, as we will see in the following chapters.

It was the hope of the Tawwabun that if they turned to God in repent-
ance, sacrificing their own lives, God would likewise turn to them in forgive-
ness. Although this second meaning of the root #-w-b is unusual in the story,
this reciprocity is clearly implied throughout. The Tawwabtan hoped and
prayed that God would forgive and ‘turn’ to them if they sincerely repented.
This is also understood by the citation from Qur. 2:54. As we have seen above,
God’s ‘turning’ to his human subjects in forgiveness comes in the second
part of the verse (which Sulaymin does not quote) as a corollary to human
repentance. Although God’s tawba towards the human being is only implied
in Sulayman’s speech, in the narrative of the story, that hope is expressed
explicitly many times.

After the battle against the Umayyad army at ‘Ayn al-Warda, where most
of the Tawwabun were killed, ‘Abdallah b. Ghaziyya, one of the survivors,
reportedly says of those who had died in the battle: ‘May God have mercy on
you! You have been true and borne your suffering patiently. We have been
false and fled.” Thus it seems that the survivors believed they had failed to

secure God’s forgiveness.
Summary

In this chapter I have examined four texts which, I argue, are capable of reveal-
ing deeply significant ideas and motives of the Tawwaban. The analysis has
demonstrated that the similarities in structure and content of Texts I and IT
and the first half of Text III strongly suggest that these have a common origin,
while the second half of Text III is probably a later addition, and Text IV has
a different origin of undetermined date. Three themes figure prominently in
these texts. First, the lineage of al-Husayn is highlighted. All four texts describe
him as the grandson of the Prophet Muhammad through the latter’s daughter
Fatima; in Text IV, his father “Ali is also mentioned. Furthermore, Texts III

and IV draw attention to his blameless character. The second theme is the

2 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 570.
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tragedy at Karbala. Although these texts give no full account of what occurred
there, the order of events mentioned in Texts I-III is the same as in the com-
plete versions, which are probably later. Finally, the Tawwabutn express their
deep sense of guilt for failing to support al-Husayn at Karbala. In betraying
the grandson of the Prophet, they have committed a major sin; they will be
punished by God unless they can atone for it by avenging al-Husayn or be
killed in the attempt.

In the next two chapters I will analyse the account of the visit to the grave
of al-Husayn, arguing for an early date for the traditions that form the basis
for that section. In Chapter 8, I will also compare the analysis with that given
in the present chapter, and will argue that Texts I-III discussed above have a

similar date of origin.



The Visit to al-Husayn’s Grave

he previous chapter argued that the profound sense of guilt felt by the

Tawwiban, as expressed in the four programmatic texts that introduce
their story, caused them to take up armed resistance against the Umayyads
with the aim of avenging the death of al-Husayn or dying as martyrs in the
attempt. They longed, in other words, to make their sincere repentance mani-
fest, and they were prepared to sacrifice their lives to do so. The story tells how,
on the way to the battlefield, the Tawwaban stopped at al-Husayn’s grave, and
the description of this visit at the grave, the subject of the analysis in this chap-
ter, displays features that foreshadow aspects of the later trajectory of Shi‘ism.
The visit to the grave therefore merits deeper analysis in its own right. This
is made possible by the fact that this passage, alone in the entire Tawwaban
story, is presented in more than one version. The visit to the grave is related
through three kbabars whose slight differences aid comparative analysis. A
close examination of these three texts reveals features of the redactional history
that are important because through them it is possible to distinguish layers of
the text that have originated at different times.

In this chapter, I will argue that the three kbabars derive from two ear-
lier reports which have been adapted and supplemented with extra material.
Within the kbabars, various alterations and additions are often separated by
the word ‘qala’, ‘he said’.! This word is problematic as a delimiter, however,
since it is used in several ways in early Islamic historiography in general and in
this account in particular. Sometimes ‘he’ (the pronoun is implied in the verb)
refers to the earliest authority in the previous #sndd, and thus the word simply

functions as an introduction to a new section of the text; at other times, it

! Hawting has not indicated these g4/ instances in his translation.

138
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indicates that Aba Mikhnaf or Hishim b. al-Kalbi have summarised the text
that follows.? In the present context it is quite clear that ‘gala’ is mostly used
to indicate a seam between two earlier reports that have been juxtaposed in the
khabar. As we do not know who placed the traditions side by side, or at what
stage in the redactional history this was done (though it probably preceded
Abu Mikhnaf’s compilation), it is impossible to know to whom the pronoun
‘he’ refers. Furthermore, as we will see, in at least one instance, a ‘gala’ is miss-
ing where one might have been expected. This suggests that the editors were
applying it quite arbitrarily, and that it must therefore be used with care as a

tool in the analysis of the text.
The Text

In the following, the account of the visit to the grave is given in full, the three
khabars being given with their chains of authorities. To facilitate reference,
each khabar has been assigned a roman number (I-III) and has been divided
into sections with Arabic numbers. Each section except the first begins where
there is a gala in the text. To distinguish these texts about the visit to the grave
from the programmatic texts discussed in Chapter 5, I will refer to them with
a ‘K. Thus, for example, K.II1.2 refers to Khabar 111, Section 2. Bold text

signifies the oldest layer, as will be clear from the analysis below.
Khabar I
‘Abd al-Jabbar b. ‘Abbas al-Hamdini* - ‘Awn b. Abi Juhayfa al-Suwa’i:®

1. Next morning they came [sabbahi] to the tomb of al-Husayn. There they
remained for a night and a day praying over him and asking God’s

pardon for him.

* Sezgin, Abu Mibnaf, 91-2; see also Fishbein’s note in al-Tabari, History, vol. XXI, 6, n. 31.

* As in the previous chapter, I have used Hawting’s translation throughout (al-Tabari, History,
vol. XX), though I have at times slightly amended it. At times I compare it with Fishbein’s transla-
tion (‘Life of al-Mukhtar’, 153-7), which is close to Hawting’s, but differs on certain important
points. I have normally not included transcriptions of Arabic terms that Hawting has inserted
within square brackets in his translation. On the other hand, I have added transcriptions of words
and phrases within brackets where this is important for the analysis that follows.

* Died probably between 140/757 and 150/767, according to Sezgin, Abz Mibnaf, 190, but she
gives no source for this, and I have not been able to confirm this information.

> Died 116/734, according to Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdbib, vol. VIII, 170.
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2. Qala: When the people reached the tomb of al-Husayn, they shouted
with one voice and wept. Never was a day seen when there was more

weeping.

KhabarII

‘Abd al-Rahmin b. Jundab® - “Abd al-Rahman b. Ghaziyya:’

1. Qala: When we reached the tomb of al-Husayn (Peace be upon him) the
people wept together, and I heard most of the people expressing the
wish that they had fallen with him. Sulayman said: ‘Oh God, have mercy
on al-Husayn, the martyr [a/-shabid] son of the martyr, the right-guided one
[@l-mahdi] son of the right-guided one, the righteous one [a/-siddig] son
of the righteous one. Oh God, we call you to witness® that we follow their
religion and their path, and we are enemies [2 44’] of those who killed them,
and friends [awliya’] of those who love them.” Then he went away, and he

and his companions encamped.

Khabar ITT

1

1

6

7

3

©

0

Al-A‘mash (Sulaymin b. Mihrin al-Asadi)’ — Salama b. Kuhayl™ - Aba
Sadig:"

1. Qdla: When Sulayman b. Surad and his companions reached the tomb
of al-Husayn, they cried in unison, ‘Oh Lord, we have betrayed the son

of our Prophet’s daughter! Pardon us for what we did in the past “and

He is only referred to as 72wz by Aba Mikhnaf (al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX, 22, n. 98). The date of
his death seems to be unknown. On him, see Sezgin, 4bi Mibnaf, 195-6.

This might be the same person as “Abdallah b. Ghaziyya, who is reported as taking part in the
movement and surviving the battle, and who transmits reports later in the story (al-Tabari, History,
vol. XX, 141, n. 515; see also Sezgin, Abi Mibnaf, 200).

The word here is nushhiduka; Hawting translates this ‘... we testify to you ...” (al-Tabari, History,
vol. XX, 132). However, the fourth form of the verb sh-/-d is causative, and rather means ‘to make
someone a witness’ (see Lane, Arabic—English Lexicon, vol. II, 1610a; see also Fishbein, ‘Life of
al-Mukhtir’, 153). T have made a similar change in the following kbabar.

A famous traditionist who died between 145/762 and 151/768. Sece e.g. al-Mizzi, Tahdbib,
vol. XTI, 90. On him, see also Kohlberg, ‘A‘ma$’; Haider, Origins, 221-7; and van Ess, Theologie,
vol. I, 237-9.

Died between 121/739 and 123/741 according to al-Mizzi, Tahdhbib, vol. XI, 317. See also Sezgin,
Abi Mipnaf, 218; van Ess, Theologie, vol. I, 244.

Of al-Azd. A well-known Kifan traditionist, whose date of death seems to be unknown. On him,
see Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, vol. V1, 206-7; Sezgin, Abi Mipnaf, 206.
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relent [tx5] toward us, for you are the relenting one [4/-tawwab] and the
compassionate one”.'> Have mercy on al-Husayn and his companions,
the martyrs [al-shubada’] and the righteous ones [al-siddigin]. We call
you to witness, O Lord, that we are doing the same as they were when
they were killed. “If you do not pardon us our sin and have mercy on
us, then we are among the losers.”"

2. Qdala: They remained there a day and a night praying over him, weep-
ing and abasing themselves. And from that time onwards the people
did not cease to plead for mercy on him and his companions until they
made the early morning prayer by his tomb on the following day,
and that increased their fury. Then they mounted up and Sulayman
ordered the people to proceed. And no man would pass on until he had
come to the tomb of al-Husayn, stood in prayer'* over it, and asked for
mercy on him and pardon for him.

3. Qdla: And by God, I saw them thronging more thickly than the people
throng around the Black Stone.

4. Qala: Sulayman stood by his [al-Husayn’s]" tomb, and whenever a group
prayed for him and asked for mercy on him, al-Musayyab b. Najaba and
Sulayman b. Surad said to them, ‘Join your brethren, may God have mercy
on you!” He continued in this manner until about thirty of his companions
were left, and then Sulaymin and his companions made a circle around the
tomb and Sulayman said, ‘Praise be to God who, if He had wished, would
have honoured us with martyrdom with al-Husayn. Oh my God, since you
forbade us it together with him, do not forbid us it on his account after
him.” And ‘Abdallih b. Wal said, “Verily, by God, I consider al-Husayn
and his father and brother as the best of Muhammad’s community [who

will be] imploring God’s favour [on behalf of the Muslims] on the Day of

2 Qur. 2:128. Hawting has not indicated this passage as Qur'anic.

3 Qur. 7: 23. Hawting has not indicated this passage as Qur’anic. Similar expressions are found in
Qur. 7:149 and 11: 47.

" The words ‘in prayer’ are not found in the Arabic text. Obviously Hawting regards them as
implied, and T agree on this, as similar formulae are found in other places of the text. Fishbein (‘Life
of al-Mukhtar’, 155) translates this sentence: ‘but before leaving, each man came to the grave of
al-Husayn, stood by it, and asked God to have mercy upon him and forgive him’.

> The name of al-Husayn is not mentioned here in the Arabic text, although it is clear that it is
his tomb that is meant. Both Hawting (al-Tabari, History, vol. XX, 133) and Fishbein (‘Life of
al-Mukhtir’, 155) have inserted it.
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Resurrection. Are you not amazed at the test to which this community has
been subjected by its enemies? They killed two and brought the third to the
brink of death.’*¢

Qala: Al-Musayyab b. Najaba said, ‘T am one of those who will kill them.
I dissociate myself from whoever shares their views. Them I will treat as an
enemy and fight.”"”

Qala: All of the leaders spoke most eloquently. Al-Muthanna b. Mukharriba
was a companion of one of the leaders and notables, and it pained me when I
did not hear him making a speech with the people in a manner similar to their
speeches.

Qala: Before long, however, he delivered a speech which was not inferior
to any of the others. He said, ‘God made these men, whose status you have
mentioned relative to their Prophet, superior to anyone except their Prophet.
A mob to whom we are enemies and with whom we recognise no ties killed
them. We have left our homes, our people and our properties seeking the
extirpation of those who killed them. By God, even if the fight against them is
where the sun goes down or the earth ends, it is incumbent upon us to seek it
until we attain it. That is our booty and it is martyrdom, the reward for which
is heaven.” We said to him, ‘You have spoken the truth, you have achieved
your end, and you have been granted success.’

Qala: Then Sulaymin b. Surad travelled on from the tomb of al-Husayn
and we went with him. We took the road by al-Hassasa, then al-Anbar, then
al-Sadad, then al-Qayyara.'®

Formal Analysis

Sections K.1.1-2

Khabar 1 is actually quite long, extending over almost two pages in the

Leiden edition of al-Tabar?’s 74 7ikh.”” Most of it relates the departure of the

' Here, perhaps, Fishbein’s translation is to be preferred: “They killed two of them, and then satisfied
their thirst for killing with the third’ (‘Life of al-Mukhtar’, 155).

17 The words here translated ‘dissociate myself” and ‘treat as an enemy’ come from the Arabic roots
b-r->and “d-w respectively.

8 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 546-8.

¥ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, S44-6. The following formal analysis is quite technical. The reader who
does not need to follow the detailed argument may jump to the analysis of the content below.
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Tawwaibun from their camp at al-Nukhayla outside Kufa. Only the last few
lines, K.I.1 and 2 as reproduced above, deal briefly with the visit to the grave.
These two sections probably originate from two earlier reports which have
been joined, with the fissure indicated by the word gala, ‘he said’. ‘Qala’ is
used several times in the kbabar, but it seems mostly to refer back to the last-
named authority in the 7sn4d and is thus used mainly to indicate a new sec-
tion in the narrative. At this point between K.1.1 and 2, however, it is quite
clear that ‘gala’ signals a break between two earlier reports. There are both
internal and external grounds for this conclusion. Internally, K.1.2 repeats
the arrival of the Tawwibun at the grave, which has already been stated in
K.I.1. This repetition is hardly necessary either to give information or for
narrative purposes, and it signals that two previously independent reports
have been brought together at this point, but have not been sufficiently edited
so as to create a smooth narrative. The external grounds for hypothesising
two antecedent reports here will emerge from the subsequent analysis of the
two following kbabars, as well as from comparison with the accounts of Ibn
A‘tham and al-Baladhuri, where the same or very similar sentences are used to
introduce longer reports.

Apart from repeating the arrival at the grave, the two reports give differ-
ent information. K.I.1 tells us about the duration of the stay at the grave — a
nightand a day — and also says that the Tawwabtan prayed over al-Husayn and
asked God’s pardon for him. K.1.2, on the other hand, dwells on the shouting
and weeping at the grave. Both these features recur in the two kbabars that

follow.
Section K 111

Khabar 11 is relatively short, and is entirely devoted to the visit to the grave.
This kbabar at first sight seems to constitute a single redactional unit.
Although we are presented with three scenarios — the arrival at the grave
and the people’s weeping in unison, Sulayman’s prayer, and the depar-
ture and encampment — the narrative runs relatively smoothly, and each
scene adds new information. However, I will argue later in this chapter that
the wording of Sulayman’s prayer original to the tradition has been altered.
In this kbabar, it has received a more ‘Shi‘ite’ mark than it had from the

beginning.
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The introductory sentence of the kbabar is close in wording to the first
sentence of K.I.2, though with some variations. The main difference is that
the narrator here speaks as an eyewitness in the first person plural. Also, dif-
ferent words are used for the collective outpouring of grief. Furthermore,
in K.IL.1 the sentence is not placed at the end of a longer passage, as in
K.1.2, but introduces a separate tradition. I will have more to say about this
shortly.

Four important features of this £babar which are not found in Khabar1
but are extant in K.III.1 should be noted:

a. The Tawwibuan wish they had fallen with al-Husayn at Karbala. In this
way they declare that they have betrayed al-Husayn and that they repent of
their sin. Here, though, their repentance is expressed less explicitly than in
the following kbabar.

b. In Sulayman’s prayer, three epithets (two of which recur in K.IIL.1) are
used to describe al-Husayn and his father “Ali: they are called ‘martyrs’,
‘right-guided’, and ‘righteous’.

c. Sulaymain prays for God’s mercy on al-Husayn.

d. Sulaymin declares that he and his companions are following the religion
(din) and path of al-Husayn and ‘Ali. He furthermore uses the words
‘enemy’ (‘adiw, pl. a da’) and ‘friend’ or ‘associate’ (wali, pl. awliya’), a pair
of concepts that have always been immensely important for distinguishing
between Shi‘ites and non-Shi‘ites.*

Section K.II1.1-2

Khabar 111 is quite long, but, like Khabar 11, it deals solely with the
Tawwaban’s visit to the grave.”» K.III.1 and 2 are introduced by sentences
very close to K.I.1 and 2, but with key elements presented in reverse order.
The opening words of K.IIL1 are almost exactly the same as those of
K.1.2, and very close to the introductory sentence of K.II.1 (see the synopsis
in Table 7.1). As in K.II.1, the sentence introduces a longer report. K.II.1 and

0 See e.g. Amir-Moezzi, Spirituality, 262—70; Dakake, Charismatic Community, 65-7; Haider, Shi
Islam, 32-5.

! This is the only occasion in the entire story of the Tawwabtn when three authorities are given in
the isnad.
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K III.1 have several further elements in common. Although the wording partly
differs, it is striking that in K.III.1 the following elements recur in the same
order as in K.IL.1: (a) The Tawwibun confess their betrayal of al-Husayn;
(b) they ask for mercy on him and his companions (not, however, his father
as in K.IL.1); (c) they use the epithets ‘martyrs” and ‘righteous’ for them; and
(d) they declare that they ‘do the same’ as al-Husayn and his companions did
when they were killed. Furthermore, a fifth element is introduced here, not
found in K.II.1: (e) a quotation from the Qur’an saying that if God does not
forgive them, they will be ‘among the losers’. The similarities to K.I.2 and
KI1.1 are thus striking, and would be very difficult to explain other than by the
hypothesis that behind them lies an older report which has been transmitted
through different chains of authorities and has been modified by the transmit-
ters on the way.

Then there follows (K.II1.2) a ‘qala’, which introduces a sentence very
similar to K.I.1. The main difference, apart from the reversed order of the words
‘night and day’, is the last clause of the sentence. In K.I.1, the Tawwabun ask
for forgiveness for al-Husayn (yastaghfirina labu), whereas in K.II1.2, they
weep and abase themselves (yabkina wa-yatadarrauna).”

Moreover, in K.II1.2 the introductory sentence is placed not at the end of
alonger passage, as in K.I.1, but introducing a separate tradition. The obvious
conclusion, and one that I have already indicated above, is that the sentences
in K.I.1 and 2 have been extracted from the beginning of two longer reports
and juxtaposed at the end of Khabar 1. This raises the question of why the
opening sentence of K.I.1 is not preceded by a ‘gala’. Had it been part of
an independent tradition, one would have expected the compiler to indicate
this. Still, the close correspondence between the first sentences of K.I.1 and
K.II1.2 convinces me that both these sections are dependent on a single origi-
nal report. This hypothesis, as I will demonstrate below, is corroborated by a
comparison with Ibn A‘tham’s version of the story. The absence of a ‘qala’ to
introduce the sentence in Khabar I just shows how unreliable this word is as

a tool for tradition criticism. In order for us to discern the break between two

> The expression yastaghfirina labu is found later in the tradition. It is a common phrase, however,
and this isolated occurrence in a different position in the text as compared with KhabarI can at the
most be considered an indirect indication for its being part of a fixed tradition.
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reports that have been merged in a text, the ‘ga/a’ must be supplemented with
other criteria, such as the interior coherence of a text unit, comparisons with
other texts, and so on.

These similarities lead me to believe that the text from K.I.1 to K.II1.2
is based on two older reports: Report A, traces of which are found in K.1.2,
KII.1, and K.IIL1, and Report B, which has been used as the basis for
K.I.1 and K.IIL.2. This older layer is in bold type in the text of the kbabars
reproduced above and in Table 7.1. (See also Figure 8.1 in the following
chapter.)

My hypothesis — that the three kbabars in Aba Mikhnaf’s account of the
visit to the grave are based on two older reports — is corroborated by a com-
parison with the same passage as presented by Ibn A‘tham and al-Baladhuri.
Ibn A‘tham’s version is clearly an abbreviation of Khabar 111, with a long
interpolation between Reports A and B.* Although Ibn A‘tham has in certain
respects edited the khabar, it is in the latter part (K.IIL4-7, to be discussed
below) that the main changes have been made. In his text, the two anonymous
reports A and B as formulated here are kept relatively intact in comparison
with Aba Mikhnaf’s version, and the interpolation of the long passage con-
taining a speech and a poem by a certain Wahb b. Zama al-Ju'fi is placed
between the two traditions.* This indicates that Ibn A‘tham regarded Reports
A and B as original units.

Al-Baladhurf’s account is very short, and based on Report A with some
modifications. It goes:

When Sulayman and his companions reached the tomb of al-Husayn
[lamma intabi Sulaymén wa-ashabibi il qabr al-Husayn) they cried out
in unison and wept [sarakbi sarkbatan wabidatan wa-bakaw]. Sulayman
said: ‘Oh God [A4/lahumma], have mercy on al-Husayn, the martyr son of
the martyr!” They called out: ‘Oh, avengers of al-Husayn!” and they expressed

their repentance [fawba] for neglecting to help him.*

% Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Futih, vol. V1, 67.

* For Ibn A‘tham’s ‘interpolations’, see Conrad, ‘Tbn A‘tham’, 99-101. In this context, however, the
interpolation is less overt than those Conrad discusses. The speech and poem ascribed to Wahb in
fact have very little to do with the sentiment and the mission of the Tawwabun, as it is expressed in
the rest of the story.

> Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. VI, 369-70.
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That Ibn A‘tham’s and al-Baladhuri’s versions are similar to that of Aba
Mikhnaf'is of course no surprise, as they based their accounts of the Tawwabun
on his account. What is significant here, however, is that, although they have
made amendments to Aba Mikhnaf’s text, they have kept the two anonymous
reports A and B basically intact. In all cases (Ibn A‘tham’s versions of Reports
A and B, and al-Baladhurf’s version of Report A), the introductory words are
essentially the same as in those reports in Aba Mikhnaf’s version. In every
case, moreover, the introductions are followed by expressions that are entirely
consistent with each of the respective traditions. Thus, an introduction from
Report A is never combined with elements from Report B, or vice versa.
Finally, although elements from each of the traditions may be cut out in the
various versions, when they do occur, they always do so in the same order.
Before going on, I will focus on the differences between the two versions
of Report A as given in K.II.1 and K.IIL.1. If, as I argue above, these two sec-
tions have their origin in an older, anonymous report, why are they different?
Is it possible to determine which of the two versions is nearer to the original?
There is in fact a grammatical anomaly in K.II.1 which may be of some help
in tracing the tradition history of the two versions. A close reading reveals that
the pronominal suffixes at the end of the section, which refer to al-Husayn and
his father “Ali, are in the plural form, even though the dual form would have
been grammatically correct. Thus, the text first refers to them as ‘the martyr
son of the martyr, the right-guided one son of the right-guided one, the right-
eous one son of the righteous one’. This is followed by an invocation to God
to act as a witness that the Tawwaban follow ‘zhesr [al-Husayn’s and “Alf’s]
religion and their path and are enemies of those who killed #hem and friends
of those who love them’ > Had the text been grammatically correct, each of
the pronouns italicised above would have been dual (-buma or -hima), as they
refer to the two persons, al-Husayn and ‘Alf; but instead, they are plural (-bum
or -him). It is true that such grammatical anomalies are not unusual, even in
Arabic texts of high literary quality.”” The corresponding sentence in K.IIL.1 is

grammatically correct: “We call You to witness, O Lord, that we are doing the

% Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 546.
¥ Tam grateful to Meir Bar-Asher for pointing this out to me.
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same as [what they were] when they were killed’.” Here, the italicised pronouns
(which are implied in the passive verb guzali), which refer to Husayn and his
companions who fought at Karbala, are, correctly, in the plural.

To conclude this argument. In my view, the wording of K.III.1 is prob-
ably closer to, if not the, original rendering. The text was then later ‘Shi‘itised’
in K.IL.1 by substituting “Ali for the fighters at Karbala, by emphasising the
filial relationship of al-Husayn to ‘Ali, and by adding the epithet mahdi
(rightly guided) to those of shahid (martyr) and siddiq (righteous).”” The suf-
fixed pronouns from the original version in the new rendering were, however,
not changed, resulting in the slightly inaccurate grammar of K.II.1. A further,
perhaps even more probative indication that the rendering of K.III.1 is older
is that the reverse process is not likely. In other words, it is difficult to imagine

‘Ali being replaced by al-Husayn’s companions at Karbala in a later version.
Sections K.111.3-8

In what follows, I analyse the approximately four-fifths of Khabar 111 that has
not yet been discussed. The question I now address is the extent of anonymous
Report B. Its beginning is quite clear, but where does it end? Does it extend to
the end of Khabar 111, or is much of that kbabar composed of material that
was added later? Unlike the first sentence of the tradition, and unlike Report
A, there are no independent parallels that can be compared with the latter
part of the kbabar. In Ibn A‘tham’s account there is a shorter version of the
kbabar, but this is clearly based on Aba Mikhnaf and thus cannot be used for
comparison.” Thus in this part of the study we must rely mainly on internal
criteria, such as content and the flow of the narrative.

When it comes to K.IIL.6 and 7, however, there are quite clear indica-
tions that these sections were added later, even if they are written as part
of KhabarIll. These sections relate a speech by a certain al-Muthanna

8 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, S46; History, vol. XX, 132. The passage is difficult to translate literally,
which is why the words which I have placed within square brackets are inserted by the translator.
In fact, in the Arabic text, only one pronoun is implied.

? For early instances of the formula ‘mahdi ibn al-mahdy’, see the poetry by the Kaysani poet
Kutayyir ‘Azza, e.g. Diwan, 496.

3 In a previous study, I more or less took for granted that Report A was roughly equal to K.II1.2-5
(‘Date’, 200). As will be seen, I have changed my view on this matter.
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Table 7.1 Synopsis of the khabars about the Tawwabin’s visit to

al-Husayn’s grave

Kbabar1

Khabar 1l

Khabar 111

Report A

K.1.2. When the people
reached al-Husayn’s
tomb, they shouted
out in unison and
wept;

Lamma intahi al-nas
ila qabr al-Husayn sabi
saybatan wabidatan
wa-baka.

K.II.1. When we reached the
tomb of al-Husayn (P) the
people wept together;

Lamma intabayna ila qabr
al-Husayn (¢) baka al-nas

bi-ajma ihim.

Oh God, have mercy on
al-Husayn, the martyr son of the
martyr, the right-guided one son of
the right-guided one, the righteous
one son of the righteous one.

Allabumma, irbam Husaynan,
al-shabid ibn al-shabid, al-mahdi
ibn al-mahdi, al-siddig ibn
al-siddig.

Oh God, we call you to witness
that we follow their religion and
their path, and we are enemies of
those who killed them, friends of

those who love them.

Allahumma, inna nushhiduka
annd ‘ala dinibim wa-sabilibim,
wa-a‘da’a qatilaybim wa-awliyia

muhibbayhim.

KIIL1. When Sulayman b.
Surad and his companions
reached the tomb of
al-Husayn, they cried in
unison;

Lamma intaha Sulayman b.
Surad wa-ashabihi il gabr
al-Husayn nadaw saybatan
wabidatan.

Oh Lord ... have mercy
on al-Husayn and his
companions, the martyrs
and the righteous ones.

Ya Rabb... irbam Husaynan
wa-ashabahu, al-shubada’
wa-l-siddigin.

We call you to witness, Oh
Lord, that we are doing
the same as what they were
when they were killed.

Wa-innd nushhiduka, ya
Rabb, anna ala mithlima
qutali alaybi.

Report B

KI1.1. They remained
there a night and a day
praying over him and
asking God’s pardon
for him;

Agamii bibi laylatan
wa-yawman

yusallina alaybi
wa-yastaghfirina labu.

K.IIL.2. They remained
there a day and a night
praying over him, weeping
and abasing themselves;

Agamii indabu yawman
wa-laylatan yusallina
alaybi wa-yabkiina
wa-yatadarra‘ina.
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b. Mukharriba, a leader of the Basra Shi‘ites.*! They make up a narrative unit,
and the ‘gala’ separating them probably does not, therefore, indicate a fissure
between two traditions. Several features in the incident related here, as well as
its position in the story at large, indicate that these two sections were not part
of the original account.

To begin with, the incident is not consistent with other parts of the story
of the Tawwaban where al-Muthannai is mentioned. The first time he shows
up in the story, it is as recipient of Sulaymin b. Surad’s letter to the Shi‘ites
of al-Mada’in and Basra, asking them to join the Tawwaban in their mis-
sion (analysed in Chapter 6). As leader of the Shi‘ites of Basra, al-Muthanna
responds positively to the call and promises to come when summoned.*> When
the Tawwiaban are about to set out from their camp at al-Nukhayla, they
realise that the people of Basra and al-Mada’in have not come; they decide to
go anyway, and let these groups catch up later.”” During the battle at ‘Ayn al-
Warda, three messengers from al-Mad@’in arrive at the battlefield to encourage
the Tawwiban and tell them that the Mad@’inis and the Basrans (the latter
under the leadership of al-Muthanna) are on their way.** Help does not arrive
in time, however, and the next time we hear of al-Muthanni is when he and
his men (as well as the people from al-Mada’in) meet the remnants of the
Tawwibun, who are on their way back to Kufa.* Thus, the structure of the
story at large speaks against al-Muthanna’s presence at the grave of al-Husayn.

Nevertheless, there are traditions which support the version that
al-Muthanni was indeed present at the grave, or at least took part in the battle
at “Ayn al-Warda. Thus, al-Mada’ini begins his account of al-Muthanna’s sup-
port for al-Mukhtar in Basra some time later with the words: ‘Al-Muthanna
b. Mukharriba al-‘Abdi was among those who had witnessed [the battle
of] ‘Ayn al-Warda with Sulayman b. Surad.”® Al-Baladhuri has no record

3

According to Hawting, he was from ‘Abd al-Qays of Rabi‘a (al-Tabari, History, vol. XX, 89, n. 388
and 133, n. 499). The name is differently given in the sources, e.g. Muthanna b. Makhrama (see
al-Mas‘adi, Murij, vol. V, 217; Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Futib, vol. VI, 52, n. 4). Like Hawting, I
have followed the version given in the Addenda et emenanda in the Leiden version of al-Tabari’s
Ta’rikh.

32 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 505.

33 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 544-5.

3 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 561-2.

3 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 568.

3¢ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 680.



THE VISIT TO AL-HUSAYN’S GRAVE | 151

of al-Muthanna at the grave, but when he relates the meeting between the
defeated Tawwabun and the delayed support from al-Mada’in and Basra, he
adds a note: ‘Some people allege that ... Ibn Mukharriba showed up at the
grave of al-Husayn (peace be upon him) at the beginning of the expedition
and were present at their battle. God knows best.”*” This little note further
indicates that there were traditions in circulation which gave al-Muthanna
a role at the grave (as well as in the battle, perhaps), but that al-Baladhuri
regarded them with suspicion.

There are, moreover, internal traces that suggest that this part of the text is
not original. Although the scene described is basically the same, it differs from
the preceding sections in several respects. Thus, in K.III.4 and 5, short speeches
by Sulaymin and by two of the other leaders of the Tawwaban, ‘Abdallih b.
Wal and al-Musayyab b. Najaba, are recounted, but none by any other par-
ticipant at the grave. Furthermore, the leaders’ speeches are not praised by the
other participants. In K.IIL.6 and 7, however, the account suddenly changes
into the first person, and we read that the narrator is sad that al-Muthanna at
first does not give a speech like the other leaders, but that after he has spoken,
the others commend him for what he said. Thus, both the structure and the
content of the passage about al-Muthanna’s speech differ from those of the
speeches preceding it, factors which differentiate his speech from the rest of
the kbabar and signal that it is added later. Finally, K.IIL.6 and 7 add nothing
to the story at large (except for the alleged presence of al-Muthanna at the
grave, of course), and the narrative would have run smoothly without it.

Ibn A‘tham gives an abbreviated version of this segment of the story, in
which parts of al-Muthanna’s speech are related, merged with other phrases,
but his name is not mentioned. Instead, this speech is presented as a collective
outcry of the Tawwabiun gathered around the grave.*®

Thus, both structure and content argue that the passage about
al-Muthanna b. Mukharriba here is a later insertion. The motive for the crea-
tion of such a tradition is probably the wish to give al-Muthanna, who was

later active in support of al-Mukhtar in Basra,” a more significant role — for

37 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. V1, 372.
3 Tbn A‘tham al-Kafi, Futih, vol. VI, 69.
¥ Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 680-3.
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himself and for Basra — in the Shi‘ite movement at large. His embarrassing
belatedness in the affair of the Tawwiban perhaps did not contribute to his
image as a champion for the Shi‘ite cause, and it might be that the traditions
under discussion here, as well as other traditions which are now lost, were
attempting to remedy this. It is difficult to know when this addition was made.
I find it hard to believe that Aba Mikhnaf himself made such a flagrant break
with the narrative structure of his own work. Whatever the background, in
the following discussion of the traditions of the Tawwabun’s visit to the grave
of al-Husayn, I regard K.IIL.6 and 7 as an insertion, probably not included
by Aba Mikhnaf in his Kitab Sulayman b. Surad but added later to enhance
al-Muthanna’s reputation. It must, however, have been part of the text by the
time of Hisham b. al-Kalbi at the latest (that is the turn of the third/beginning
of the ninth century), as all the sources mentioned above use that edition of
Abt Mikhnaf’s account.

K.II1.8 is merely a description of the course that the journey took after
the visit to the grave of al-Husayn. The accounts given by al-Tabari and
al-Baladhuri are very similar; they may give a correct picture of the journey,
although this is impossible to establish with any certainty. Ibn A‘tham’s
description (‘[they] stuck to the main road’®) is probably his own condensed
rendering of the journey. It is plausible that a description of the journey of the
Tawwabtn was included in the earliest versions of the story.

What remains is a discussion of the remainder of the kbabar, from the
latter part of K.II1.2 to K.IILS. I noted above that only the first sentence of
KII1.2 has a parallel which can be used for comparative purposes, namely
K.1.1 (see Table 7.1). However, the content of the entire section K.II1.2 is well
in line with that of the original rendering of Reports A and B, to the extent
that these have been identified. The two anonymous reports relate how the
Tawwibtn weep, abase themselves, and ask God for mercy and forgiveness
for themselves and al-Husayn. This is very much also the message of K.IIL.2.
Furthermore, K.II1.2 is self-contained, in that it gives a brief but complete
account of the visit to the grave from the arrival of the Tawwaban, their
sojourn overnight and their departure. Hence, it is plausible that KX.III.2 more

or less corresponds to the original rendering of Report B.

4 Tbn A‘tham al-Kafi, Futih, vol. VI, 70.
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K.II1.3, however, clearly breaks the narrative flow. There, the story switches
to the first person, with the narrator relating how he saw the people crowding
around al-Husayn’s tomb ‘more thickly than the people throng around the
Black Stone [of the Kaba]”.*" This is an example of the rhetorical device of
mimesis (i.e. creating the illusion of having directly witnessed what actually
happened), a frequent device in early Arabic historiography.* By speaking in
the first person, the narrator tries to convey a ‘photographic’ image of the
scene and thus ‘to inscribe history “as it really was™.** After this section, which
consists of only one sentence, the narrative reverts to an account in the third
person. To my mind, K.IIL.3 is likely a later addition, the purpose of which is
to demonstrate the high status of al-Husayn, to make the story livelier, and to
inspire confidence in the narrator and the story.

KIIL.4 and S relate in further detail what happened when the group pre-
pared to leave the grave. The first part repeats the departure scene, but adds a
description of how the Tawwabtan are blessed by their leaders as they leave.
This is followed by short speeches given by the same leaders, but here the tenor
of their words differs from the renditions in K.III.1 and 2. Rather than crying
out to God for forgiveness and mercy, here the Tawwabtn laud the family
of al-Husayn, accuse their enemies, and assert their wish to fight against the
latter. As I will show below, the content of these contributions contains ele-
ments that probably did not develop within Shi‘ism until later. This is also the
only time in the story of the Tawwabin when al-Husayn’s brother al-Hasan
is mentioned, even if not by name. Taken together, the redundant description
of the departure and the short speeches that convey a partly different message
suggest that K.III. 4 and 5 belong to neither of the two anonymous reports,
but are later additions.

Content

The foregoing, rather detailed analysis of the account of the Tawwaban’s visit

to the grave of al-Husayn suggests that the text is based on two anonymous
reports, which I have called A and B. Of the texts, K.III.1 and K.III1.2 are

4 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 547.

# For a discussion of the use of mimesis in al-TabarT’s Ta’vikh, see Shoshan, Poetics, 3-60; the
employment of eyewitnesses in this respect is particularly discussed on pp. 25-41.

# Shoshan, Poetics, 25
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probably the closest to the original Reports A and B respectively. K.I.1 consists
of the first sentence of Report B, and K.I.2 is taken from the introduction to
Report B. K.I1.1 is a modified version of Report A. It is not improbable that
K.II1.8, the onward journey from the site of the grave, is also very early. The
rest of Khabar 111 (K.I11.3-7), however, is, I think, made up of later additions
(see Figure 8.1).

It should now be possible also to recognise which aspects of the content
of the account are early, and perhaps to detect traces of the development of
some of the ideas expressed within early Shi‘ism. In the oldest sections of the
text, K.II1.1 and 2, two of the themes that we found in the four programmatic
texts examined in Chapter 5 figure prominently in the account of the visit to
the grave: the role and the image presented of al-Husayn, and the repentance
of the Tawwiaban. The theme of the Karbala tragedy and the treachery of the
Kufans, so important in the texts analysed in the previous chapter, is much less

conspicuous here, though clearly implied.
The Image of al-Husayn

As I have mentioned above, the two anonymous reports relate how the
Tawwibuan asked for God’s mercy on and forgiveness for al-Husayn. Thus, in
Report A (K.III.1 in the outline above), they pray, ‘Have mercy on al-Husayn
and his companions’, and in Report B (K.II1.2) we read that on departure,
every one of them stopped at the grave and ‘stood in prayer over it and asked
for mercy on him and pardon for him’. In the light of later Shi‘ism — in which
al-Husayn is one of the fourteen ma S#main, those members of the family of
the Prophet who are ‘impeccable’ or immune from error and sin — this is unex-
pected.* Though the earliest attestations of the concept of %ma or ‘impecca-
bility’ being applied to the Shi‘ite imams, dating from the third quarter of the
second/late eighth century,* seem to use it to refer to the infallible transmission

* For the concept of %ma, ‘inerrancy’ or ‘impeccability’, see e.g. Madelung, “Isma’, and Algar,
‘Cahardah Ma‘sam’. There are, however, traditions in which the Prophet asked for forgiveness for
himself, though he was sinless (see Crow, ‘Death’, 82—9; the tradition is quoted on p. 84). This is a
different matter, though, and probably a later idea.

Both Madelung (“Isma’) and Algar (‘Cahirdah Ma‘sam’) maintain that the notion of the iner-
rancy of the Imams was held at least from the first half of the second/eighth century. It is unfor-
tunate, however, that neither of them substantiates their statements with examples or references,
but having claimed this, both scholars move on to discuss the concept of %sma in the writings of

4
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of the Prophetic message, it soon came to mean the complete impeccability of
the Prophet Muhammad, his daughter Fatima and the imams.* Furthermore,
both the anonymous reports mention al-Husayn and his followers side by
side, almost as equals; all of them are called martyrs and righteous, and the
Tawwaban’s prayers for mercy are extended to all those killed at Karbala. The
only difference here between the companions and al-Husayn is the latter’s
blood relation to his grandfather, the Prophet Muhammad. Again, as in the
programmatic texts examined in Chapter S, the connection to the Prophet
goes through Fatima. In other words, both Reports A and B portray al-Husayn
as an ordinary human being, standing in the same position towards God as all
other humans, except for his close relation to the Prophet.

In the amendments of and additions to the two original reports, however,
another image of al-Husayn begins to emerge. Earlier in the chapter I have
already discussed the association between al-Husayn and his father “Ali in
KI1.1, where both are called martyrs and righteous, epithets that in Report A
were originally given to his companions at Karbala. In Khabar 11, al-Husayn
and ‘Ali are moreover described as rightly guided, mahdi. This term was origi-
nally probably a kind of honorific title given to those leaders and prophets who
were thought to be guided by God; it did not originally have the meaning of
eschatological redeemer that it later acquired. In the latter sense, the mahds is
never portrayed as being or having a son, so here the more general meaning of
the title is certainly meant.

In K.III.4, however, al-Husayn, his father and his brother are said to
be ‘the best of Muhammad’s community [#mma] [who will be] imploring
God’s favour on the Day of Resurrection [wasilatan Gnda Alldh yawma
al-qiyama]’. According to Jean Calmard, this is the first time al-Husayn is
invoked as an intermediary (wasila) between God and humanity, even if the
word here does not have the meaning it received in later Shi‘ism.*” Calmard,

Hisham b. al-Hakam, who was active at the end of the same century. On Hishim and his opinion
on %sma, see also Bayhom-Daou, ‘Hishim b. al-Hakam’, 78-9. See also the discussion relating to
this issue by Crow, ‘Death’, 82-9. Crow seems to take the authenticity of the sources for granted;
if that is correct, the concept of %ma at least began to be discussed as early as Madelung and Algar
suggest. For an extended discussion of %ma in early Shi‘ism, see also Bar-Asher, Scripture and
Exegesis, 159-79.

“ Madelung, “Isma’.

47 Calmard, ‘Culte’, 68-9.
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however, seems to accept that the text gives a more or less correct description
of the actual event, while I regard this (as argued above) as a later addition.
Thus, I think Calmard’s bold assertion that this is the earliest instance of this
idea exceeds the bounds of the evidence.

Finally, the association made between the grave of al-Husayn and the
Black Stone of the Ka‘ba in K.II1.3 is interesting.*® I agree with Dakake when
she writes, “T'o connect this stone with the tomb of al-Husayn is a statement of
immense symbolic significance for understanding the concept of the sanctity
of Husayn as the bearer of Prophetic blood.”* As we have seen, the notion of
the sanctity and inviolability of al-Husayn and the family of the Prophet is
very prominent in the Karbala story,** and the idea is certainly present even if
the word hurma (‘inviolability’) is mentioned only once in the account of the
Tawwiban with regard to al-Husayn. > Again, this section is probably a later
addition to Report B, and it is uncertain when it was appended.

There are, therefore, obvious indications in the account of the visit to the
grave that the image of al-Husayn developed over time. In the earliest sections,
those that probably quite faithfully recount the two anonymous reports A and
B, he is described as an ordinary man, more or less on a par with his compan-
ions at Karbala except for the fact that he is the grandson of the Prophet. By
contrast, in the parts amended or added later, he is clearly depicted as standing
above his followers and the Tawwaban. He is partly removed from human

history, to use the words of McCutcheon.
The Karbala Tragedy and the Treachery of the Tawwabin

The oldest parts of the account contain no description of what happened at
Karbala; the event is only alluded to in Report A (K.IIL.1) as the Tawwabin

* Al-Tabari, Ta7ikb, ser. 11, 547; History, vol. XX, 133.

* Dakake, Charismatic Community, 94. Dakake indicates a similar statement of one of the
Tawwabun after the battle proper, where he calls the enemy ‘destroyers of the sacred sanctuary’
(ya mukbribi al-bayt al-haram) (al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 571; History, vol. XX, 156). However, I
find Dakake’s conclusion that ‘the sacred sanctuary’ here refers to the @bl al-bayt less probable.
The reference might very well be literal, referring to the bombardment of the Ka‘ba by the troops
of the caliph Yazid in 64/683 (see al-Tabari, 7z 7ikb, 11, 424-7). The later connection and contrast
between the grave of al-Husayn at Karbala and the Ka‘ba will be further discussed with regard to
the merits of pilgrimage to the grave in Chapter 11.

30 See Chapter 4.

>! See above, Chapter 6 on Sections T.IL.2.
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ask for forgiveness for their sin of failing to support al-Husayn and his com-
panions. In Reports A and B, the tragedy is thus implied when the Tawwaban
cry out over their betrayal. The treachery, on the other hand, is conspicuous
in both the older reports. Thus, Report A begins with the outcry, ‘Oh Lord,
we have betrayed the son of our Prophet’s daughter!” In Report B, the con-
fession of betrayal is less explicit, but the weeping and self-abasement of the
Tawwibuan clearly signify their consciousness of the sin they have committed.

As will be seen in the next section, in the later amendments and additions

to the three kbabars, this sense of guilt is played down.

The Dire Consequences for the Traitors, the Need to Repent and the Manner of

Repentance

Report A (K.IIL.1) ends with a quote from Qur. 7:23: ‘If you do not pardon us
our sin and have mercy on us, then we are among the losers.” In the Qur’an, this
is actually Adam and Eve’s plea for God’s forgiveness when they have sinned
against His command not to eat of the tree in the Garden (of Eden). In quoting
this verse, the report thus signals that the treachery of the Tawwabtan against
al-Husayn is a sin of the gravest order, an offence that will bring perdition on
those who committed it if they are not forgiven. Thus, in another quotation
from the Qur’an in the same section, the Tawwiban plead to God, ‘relent [£226]
toward us, for you are the relenting one [4/-fawwib] and the compassionate
one’ (Qur. 2:128). This verse contains the only two occurrences in the entire
story of the root #-w-b where it is God who is the ‘turning’ or relenting subject.
In the Quran, God’s ‘turning’ towards the human is normally conditioned
by human repentance. Referring to the passage of the Golden Calf discussed
above, Reynolds and Moghadam write, ‘As a rule, human fawba precedes, and
is a condition of, divine tawba (Q 2:160; 5:39). In Q 2:54 the Israclites, after
the sin of the (golden) calf, are told to return (#2b4) to God that he might turn
to them (taba ‘alaykum).”>> Report A, like other parts of the story, therefore
clearly demonstrates the Tawwaban’s awareness that God’s forgiveness can
only follow their own fawba and that they consider it necessary to manifest
their repentance publicly to show their sincerity. Their plea to God for forgive-

ness is therefore closely associated with their declaration that they are now

2 Reynolds and Moghadam, ‘Repentance’, 383.
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doing what al-Husayn and his companions did at Karbala when they were
killed. Turning their backs on their previous cowardly negligence, they are
now prepared to follow the example of his companions on the battlefield. The
weeping and self-abasement related in Report B signify the same kind of plea
for forgiveness, even if that report foregrounds the prayer for al-Husayn’s soul.

The amendments and additions to the original reports give a slightly dif-
ferent picture of the feelings of the Tawwaban. The profound sense of guilt
and the plea for God’s forgiveness are toned down, and what is accentuated in
their place is their bold declarations of loyalty and love towards al-Husayn and
his family, as well as enmity and the desire to fight against their enemies. It is in
these parts of the account that we find various forms of the concepts waliya
(‘love’ or ‘loyalty’) towards the family of the Prophet, and 2ddwa (‘enmity’)
towards and bara’a (‘dissociation’) from its enemies (K.I1.1; K.I11.5).>* The
more recent layers of the account, in other words, contain markers of a Shi‘ite

group identity that are not found in the earliest reports.
Ritual Aspects

The section dealing with the visit of the Tawwabun to al-Husayn’s grave is,
furthermore, one of the earliest accounts of a Shi‘ite ritual that was later to
emerge.”* Although what is described here is not a z7ydra, a pilgrimage ritual,
as it developed later, the way Randal Collins talks of interaction rituals — as
encounters between people where they mutually focus their attention on
something — is applicable here.”

To set the visit to the grave in a more general context, I will briefly, before
analysing the text, summarise the relevant parts of Leor Halevi’s book on death
rites in the emerging Islamic community.> Halevi argues that rituals regarding
death and the dead body are crucial in the establishment and preservation of
the identity, what I call ‘social formation’, of a religious community.”” He
contends that the early pre-Islamic rituals of washing the corpse, visiting

>3 On these concepts and their significance for the early Shi‘ite community, see Dakake, Charismatic

Community, 49-57. On waldya, see Amir-Moezzi, Spirituality, 231-75.

>* Dakake, Charismatic Community, 94. See below, Chapter 11.

> See Chapter 2.

5¢ Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave. For the importance of visits to graves in later Shi‘ism, see also
Schéller, The Living and the Dead, vol. 11, 29-33.

57 Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave, 1-5, 234-40.
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the graves of the dead and praying for God’s mercy and forgiveness for the
deceased, together with other customs associated with death and burial, gradu-
ally became ‘Islamicised” during the second and early third/eighth and early
ninth centuries in order to distinguish the Muslims from other communities
and strengthen the unity within the Islamic #mma.>® One such marker, he
argues, where the process of Islamisation is clearly visible is that of epitaphs.
On a tombstone bearing one of the earliest inscriptions known from a

Muslim context, we read:

In the name of God, the Merciful the Compassionate, this grave belongs to
‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Khayr al-Hajri.

Forgive him, O God, and make him enter [Paradise] by your mercy, and let
us go with him.

Seek forgiveness for him whenever this inscription is read, and say ‘Amen!’
This inscription was written in Jumada IT of the year 31 [January or February
of the year 652 cE].”’

Halevi asks to what extent this inscription can be called ‘Islamic’, as the
only unambiguous indication that the deceased belonged to the movement
that later came to be known under the label ‘Islam’ is the reference to the hzjri
calendar. Although there is no reason to doubt that this “Abd al-Rahman iden-
tified himself as ‘Muslim’, or perhaps as a ‘Believer’ (m#’min) or ‘Emigrant’
(mubayjir), the inscription itself can hardly be said to be ‘Islamic’. Halevi
demonstrates that over the first centuries of Islam, epitaphs increasingly
came to include particular characteristics such as references to the Prophet
Muhammad, quotations from the Qur’an and formulaic confessions of faith.
Similarly, burial customs such as the washing of the dead body, the procession

and communal prayer at the burial, and the physical appearance of the grave

8 Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave, 14-32. The term ‘pre-Islamic religious traditions’” here does not
necessarily mean the jahzli tradition that was supplanted by Islam, but includes traditions which
existed before the emergence of Islam and continued to exist beside it (in, for example, Judaism,
Christianity and Zoroastrianism) and which to a certain extent were also taken over and integrated
into Islam.

The translation is from Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave, 14, and the discussion of the lack of Islamic
characteristics on the following pages of this book. For a slightly different translation of the same
text, see Donner, Narratives, 85. The Arabic text is available in El-Hawary, ‘Most Ancient Islamic
Monument’, 322.

59
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were given specific ‘Islamic’ characteristics. Consequently, a tombstone at a
woman’s grave about four decades later has more ‘Islamic’ characteristics, such
as the reference to the Muslims as a family (the abl al-islam), the lament over
the Prophet’s death, and the shahdda (although in slightly different form from
the classical one). Still, though, there is no quotation from the Qur'an. These
only emerge towards the middle of the second/eighth century.®°

My point here is that many supposedly Islamic traditions associated
with death and burial already existed within other religious traditions in the
area — among Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians, for example. To a certain
extent, the Muslims maintained these customs and rituals but placed them
in a new context, adapted them and, in certain cases, gave them new con-
tent. In the same process, some earlier traditions were completely prohibited,
while others were added. (This is true not only of rituals surrounding death
and burial, of course, but also other rituals such as prayer, pilgrimage and
fasting.)

The account of the visit of the Tawwabun to Husayn’s grave is a further
example of the process of ‘Islamisation’ — or perhaps, rather, a ‘Shi‘itisation’
of pre-Islamic rituals. In the oldest layers of the story, that is, in Reports A
and B (K.IIL. 1 and 2), part of what is described — the visit to the grave and the
pleas to God for forgiveness and mercy for al-Husayn — constitutes a ritual
that was familiar in this context. By later Shi‘ite standards, however, asking
God to forgive al-Husayn’s sins was absurd, as we have seen. Yet, already
in these old strata there are some elements that are less usual in this setting:
the Tawwaban’s repentance and their prayers for forgiveness for themselves
rather than just for al-Husayn. In these reports we probably come closer to a
description of the actual event than in the later additions and emendations;
in the later parts of the text, we find activities and words that have more of a
Shi‘ite tinge.

Another aspect of interest is the role of the Kufan tribal burial grounds,
the jabbanat, as spaces where rebellions were often instigated and prepared.
When the men of the tribe gathered at their jabbina to get ready for battle,
the women customarily wailed and spurred the fighters on to avenge the dead

0 Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave, 20-2. For the establishment of the Qur’an as a text common to all
Muslims at the turn of the second/eighth century, see Shoemaker, Creating the Qur'an.
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of the tribe.®! As Parker Selby has indicated, several features in the description
of the Tawwabun’s visit to al-Husayn’s grave correspond to this practice. He
writes: ‘this is not to deny the soteriological notions of atonement motivating
the participants in the revolt, but to suggest that the Tawwaban’s revolt also
be understood as a prototypical social institution of Arab tribal politics’.** I
agree with Selby’s conclusion. Thus in K.II1.2, for example, we read that ‘the
people did not cease to plead for mercy on [al-Husayn] and his companions
until they made the early morning prayer by his tomb on the following day,
and that increased their fury’. The last clause, italicised here, clearly points
in this direction. The scenes described in the early layers of this story thus
amply express the intense emotions of the Tawwabtan — in Durkheimian
language, their collective effervescence — which intensified their determina-
tion to avenge the death of al-Husayn or to die in the attempt. Still, wazling
in the sense of expressing sorrow for the death of al-Husayn is conspicuous
by its absence from the account. The grief that the Tawwaban manifest is
not so much at having lost al-Husayn as of having sinned gravely against
God and the family of the Prophet.® Furthermore, while their visit to the
grave foreshadows the developed Shi‘ite ritual of the ziydra, we see nothing
of the miraculous qualities of the grave that are found in later traditions and

pilgrimage manuals.®*
Summary

The account of the Tawwaban’s visit to the grave of al-Husayn is interesting
in several respects. The composition of the text reveals some of the history of
its tradition and shows that it consists of at least two layers. The earlier one is
made up of two anonymous traditions about the visit to the grave, where ideas
are expressed which disagree with, or are less common in, later Shi‘ism, such
as the tenet of the infallibility of the imam and the sense of deep guilt of the
Tawwibuan for neglecting al-Husayn. In this layer, furthermore, “Ali is absent,

and the genealogy of al-Husayn is traced through his mother Fatima to the

1 Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave, 132-3.

¢ Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 23—-4.

¢ This in agreement with Halm (Sh7% Islam, 19), but contrary to what Dakake assumes in her analy-
sis of the story (Charismatic Community, 90-5).

¢ See Chapter 11.
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Prophet. The later layer is merged with and appended to these two early tradi-
tions and displays more ‘markers’ of Shi‘ism as it developed later. Here, then,
we see clear traces of the imam (whether “Ali, al-Hasan or al-Husayn) being
elevated to a figure above ordinary humanity. Thus, within this story, most
of which was composed before the end of the second/eighth century, we can
already see a certain development of Shi‘ite doctrine. In the following chapter,

I will discuss the dating of the text in more detail.



8

The Story of the Tawwabin:
Date and Concluding Remarks

I n the two previous chapters, I have argued that, of the four programmatic
texts, the first two, as well as the first half of the third, have a similar structure
and content, while the fourth is sufficiently divergent from the first three for it
to be necessary to hypothesise a different origin. The second half of the third
text is almost certainly a later addition. I have furthermore maintained that the
account of the visit to the grave is based on two old reports, which have sub-
sequently been amended and extended. So, the question of the date of these
passages must now be dealt with. This is difficult, and any such attempt must
be taken with a generous pinch of salt. The discussion of the date will begin

with the grave section, and then proceed to the programmatic texts.
Is it Possible to Date the Story of the Tawwabiin?

A starting point for any attempt to date the story is of course Aba Mikhnaf’s
presumed date of death some time before 170/786-7, which must be regarded
as a terminus ante quem for his Kitab Sulayman b. Surad wa ‘Ayn al-Warda;
but we have already seen that the question of a latest date for the story is not
straightforward. Layers of text from various dates have been compiled, and
the analysis above has already demonstrated that those sections in the account
of the visit to the grave that recount the speech of al-Muthanna were prob-

ably added after Aba Mikhnaf.! Nevertheless, although changes have certainly

! There is reason to believe that another alteration is the date given for the battle at ‘Ayn al-Warda,
which is probably wrong, as the text first says it occurred in Jumada I 65/January 685, while a
few lines further on it is placed in the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik, who became caliph in April 685
(al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, 558; see also Rotter, Biirgerkrieg, 187-92). This has caused some confusion
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been made in various parts of the story of the Tawwaban, I see no reason to
believe that the account of the visit to the grave has been substantially modified
since Aba Mikhnaf. It cannot, of course, be established beyond doubt that
such alterations did not take place, however, and further studies may come to
a different conclusion.

To summarise the foregoing analysis of the grave text in this context. The
structure of the text indicates that there are two major reports, which I have
called Reports A and B, underlying Aba Mikhnaf’s account. These reports
may very well have been transmitted orally in the earliest stages; subsequently,
however, they were moulded by the transmitters according to their respective
contexts and were used in three separate kbabars which were then compiled by
Abu Mikhnaf into the story analysed here.* We do not know when he wrote
his book about the Tawwaban, but to be safe, let us postulate some time
towards the end of his life, in the third quarter of the second/eighth century.?
Given the different wordings and structures of the three kbabars, it is most
unlikely that Aba Mikhnaf could have made these up himself. It would have
been extremely hard to forge traditions like these, and it is difficult to see any
motive for him to do so in this case. Thus, the probability is that the three
kbabars he used to create this account were extant when he wrote it. If this
is correct, traditionists from the generation before Aba Mikhnaf would have
compiled the longer kbabars that make up the account (that is Khabar 1, 11,
and III), and in this process they would have used the two anonymous reports
from a previous generation of narrators, amended them, and added material
to fit their needs. As with the preceding generation of transmitters, one single
person could hardly have forged the two reports that are at the basis of the
kbabars. My argument, then, is that Reports A and B have their origin two

among later historians. Al-Ya‘qabi, for example, first writes that it was the caliph Marwan who sent
his army against the Tawwabin, and then adds a disclaimer, ‘It is also said that Sulayman was not
killed in the days of Marwan, but in the time of ‘Abd al-Malik’ (7% 7ikh, vol. II, 306), and both
al-Baladhuri and al-Mas‘adi place the battle in the reign of “‘Abd al-Malik (al-Baladhuri, Ansab,
vol. V1, 370-1; al-Mas‘adi, Murij, vol. V, 221). Personally, I would not give too much attention
to the date for the battle purportedly given by Aba Mikhnaf. He was an experienced historian
who would scarcely have made a mistake of this kind. This date might well have been inserted by a
later copyist or editor. If so, we have yet another indication that the text has been altered after him.
For a discussion of such processes, see e.g. Schoeler, The Oral and the Written, 28—44.

For a discussion about the chronology of Aba Mikhnaf’s works, see Bahramian et al., ‘Aba
Mikhnaf’.

™
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Ibn al-Kalb1’s version |
c. 180/800 7\

| Additional material

| Abu Mikhnaf’s version |

c. 130/750

| Khabar 1 | | Khabar 11 | |KhabarHI

Anonymous Anonymous

c. 80/700 report A report B

The Tawwabiin’s visit
at the grave (65/684)

Figure 8.1 Tradition history of the account of the Tawwabun’s visit to al-Flusayn’s grave.
The leftmost column indicates years.

generations before Aba Mikhnaf, that is, at least as early as the end of the first/
the beginning of the eighth century (see Figure 8.1). They might, of course,
have originated before that and might even go back to eyewitnesses of the
event; but there is no way we can know this for sure.

Unlike the section on the visit to the grave, each of the four program-
matic texts is extant in only one version. This makes it much more difficult to
date them accurately. However, there are a few indications which in my view
point towards a date as early as the visit to the grave, at least for the first three
texts.

First, there is the curious interpretation of the Qur'anic verse relating the
incident of the Hebrews and the Golden Calf (Qur. 2:54), already discussed
in Chapter 6. There, I mentioned Hawting’s opinion that the Tawwaban’s

application of this verse to their situation is unusual in Islam and indicates
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an early date for the text. This argument, however, sets only a relative date in
relation to the emerging movement of Islam: namely, ‘early’.

Second, I mentioned above that Text III — the letter purportedly written
by Sulaymin b. Surad to the Shi‘ites of al-Mada’in and Basra — was transmit-
ted to Aba Mikhnat by al-Husayn b. Yazid, grandson of ‘Abdallah b. Sa'd b.
Nufayl, one of the five leading figures of the Tawwiban. Al-Husayn b. Yazid
says that he he had access to it during the caliphate of Sulaymin b. “Abd al-Aziz
(96-9/715-17). If correct, this date would give us a terminus ante guem for
the origin of the letter. In my opinion, statements like this cannot be taken at
face value unless supported by other evidence; the date could have been made
up by the narrator to make his story seem more truthful, or he could have
been mistaken. But in the present case the date provided is backed up (though,
of course, not absolutely verified) by the dating of the section dealing with
al-Husayn’s grave to the end of the first century AH/beginning of the eighth
century CE. If Text III originates at this time, so too, probably, do Texts I and
I1. As outlined above, the similarities in structure and content between Texts
I, IT and the first half of III argue for a similar origin for these texts. (It will be
remembered that I think that the second half of Text IIT as well as Text IV have
different origins.)

Third, the similarities between the ideas expressed in the first three pro-
grammatic texts on the one hand and Report A and B in the grave section
on the other also argue for a similar date of origin. Unique to both sets of
text is the profound sense of guilt and the need to express true repentance by
seeking vengeance for al-Husayn. These features are not present in the texts
that, partly on other grounds, I have judged to be later additions to the story.
Supposing these sections to have been inserted at a later date, the omission of
the theme of guilt could be accounted for either by later editors not sharing
this feeling or by a conscious de-emphasis of it, whether for religious or other
reasons. The expression of guilt is furthermore completely absent from the
story of al-Mukhtir b. Abi ‘Ubayd, the leader of a Shi‘ite rebellion in Kufa
just after the affair of the Tawwaban. In Chapter 9, I will argue that impor-
tant elements of that story, including al-Mukhtar’s successful vengeance for
the killing of al-Husayn, are probably historical.* Whatever his motives for

* See also Hylén, ‘Mukhtar and the Mahdi’; ‘Emerging Patterns’.
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avenging al-Husayn, there are no traces of a sense of guilt in the various ver-
sions of the story about al-Mukhtar. This feature, then, seems to have been
quite unique to the Tawwaban. The fact that it is important both in the
four programmatic texts and in the section dealing with the visit to the grave
argues, in my view, for these two sets of text being based on traditions with a
similar date of origin.

Taken by itself, none of the above three arguments is probative.
Nevertheless, in my opinion the cumulative weight of the argument makes
a case for the origin of the programmatic texts in their present form at about
the same time as the text about the visit to the grave — that is, in the late first/
early eighth century for Texts I, IT and the first half of Text III, at least. Text
IV, as demonstrated above, is considerably at variance with the first three,
and probably has a different origin. Given its more developed argument, it
may be that it is later, but this is impossible to conclude with safety. Yet,
while my view is that Texts I, IT and the first half of Text III originated at
least at the turn of the second/eighth century, there is no reason to assume
that the second half of Text III and Text IV were not part of Aba Mikhnaf’s
original text.

A final argument for an early date for the traditions that form the basis of
Abu Mikhnaf’s account is the poem by the famous Kufan poet A‘sha Hamdin
(d. 82/701 or 83/702), quoted by al-Tabari as an appendix to Aba Mikhnaf’s
story.® If this poem is genuine (and I really see no reason to suspect otherwise),
it constitutes very early support for the historicity of the Tawwaban move-
ment and for the ideas and sentiments expressed in Aba Mikhnaf’s narrative.

A few verses of this long poem will suffice to illustrate this:

11. He® made entreaties to God truthfully
and fear of God achieves the best of rewards.
12. And he abstained from this world and did not get involved in it

but turned in repentance to God, the Lofty, the Most High.

w

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 572-5. On A‘sha Hamdan, see El-Achéche, La poésie 5i%ite, 197-9 (note
that El-Acheche mistakenly says that his poem is about the Karbala event); Seidensticker, ‘A‘sha
Hamdan’

The subject here is Sulayman b. Surad.

N
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15. It caused him to set out on the signposted roads
against Ibn Ziyad” leading troops who put all to flight.
16. With a throng who were people of divine fear and understanding,
one who was active in courage and noble of lineage.
17. They passed on, leaving Ibn Talha® to his own thoughts
and answering not the governor who addressed them.”
18. They journeyed on together with the seeker after piety
and another one repenting what he had done in the past.
19. At ‘Ayn al-Warda, they met the army which was setting out

against them, and they slaughtered them with cutting swords."

These verses bring up several of the key concepts and events related by Aba
Mikhnaf. Repentance, leaving this world behind, seeking piety, paying no heed
to the admonitions of the Kufan governor and his officials, turning against the
Umayyads and battling them at “Ayn al-Warda — all these elements are found
in the narrative. Given that the poem was composed at least fifty years before
Abua Mikhnaf’s Kitab Sulaymén b. Surad, the presence of these themes makes
the end of the first/seventh century all the more likely as a time of origin for the
traditions that form the basis of this story.

In summary, my analysis of the four programmatic texts and of the account
of the visit to the grave suggest that the earliest parts of the story — that is, the
programmatic Texts I and IT and the first half of Text III, as well as Reports A
and B (K.II1.1-2) of the visit to the grave — stem from the late first/seventh or
the early second/eighth century.

7 As we saw in Chapter 3, he was the Umayyad governor of Kufa, responsible for al-Fusayn’s death.
In the time of the Tawwabiin, he was active in Damascus, working in close proximity to the caliph,
and was in charge of the troops against the Tawwabun at ‘Ayn al-Warda.

Ibrahim b. Muhammad b. Talha, who was at this time the Kufan official in charge of collecting the
taxes.

This probably refers to a letter that the present Zubayrid governor of Kufa, ‘Abdallah b. Yazid
al-Ansari, sent to the Tawwabun after they had set off, trying to make them return. The Penitents
refused, however. (See Al-Tabari, 7z rikh, 11, 548-51.)

0 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, S73-4.

o
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Concluding Remarks

The early date of the oldest strata of the story of the Tawwaban suggests that
they probably go back further in time than the versions of the full Karbala
story that are related by al-Bagir and Ibn “‘Abd al-Rahmain. Yet, with the excep-
tion of the story of Muslim b. ‘Aqil’s mission and death, the main elements
of the story of al-Husayn’s death are also to be found in these early traditions:
the invitation to al-Husayn by the Kufan Shi‘ites; their failure to support him
when he was attacked by the evil-doers; his death at the hands of his enemies.
This shared pattern indicates that, even if the full story was not fixed at this
time, its skeleton at least is very old.

In the oldest layer of the story of the Tawwabin, the most salient fea-
ture is the profound sense of guilt expressed by the group for their betrayal
of al-Husayn. They view this treachery not only as an act of the utmost
disloyalty to the family of the Prophet, but also as a grave sin against God
that will be punished in the hereafter. The only way to be relieved of the
guilt and to find peace with God is to repent, and to express this repentance
through seeking revenge for the killing of al-Husayn, or dying in the attempt.
In these early texts, beyond the fact that he is the grandson of the Prophet
Muhammad through Fatima, al-Husayn is pictured as an ordinary man, on a
par with his companions. Thus, it is necessary to pray for God’s mercy on him
and his followers at Karbala. Such ideas are unusual in Shi‘ism, and indeed in
Islam at large, and are in themselves an indication of the early origin of these
traditions.

In the sections with a different origin, whether these are likely to be later
additions and amendments (the latter part of K.II.1, and K.II1.3-7) or whether
their date is just difficult to ascertain (T.IV), the guilt feelings of the Tawwaban
are much less prominent. In these sections, rather than the sense of guilt, what
is foregrounded is exhortations to reinstate and uphold the authority of the
family of the Prophet, love for the family of the Prophet, and dissociation
from the family’s enemies. In other words, we see more Shi‘ite ‘markers’ in
these sections. Here, al-Husayn is associated with the family of the Prophet
not only through his mother Fatima, but also, and to an even greater extent,
through his father ‘Ali. Furthermore, al-Husayn is described as a person who

is above other human beings. He is inviolable, he is rightly guided, and he is
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the link between God and humanity on the Day of Judgement. In Chapter 3,
we saw that the image of al-Husayn developed in the interval between the two
shorter versions of al-Bagjir and Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman on the one hand, and the
long version of Aba Mikhnaf on the other. Here, then, a similar development,
a removal of al-Husayn and the battle at Karbala from human history, can be
discerned within the story of the Tawwabun as we have it now. This process
of mythmaking continued after Aba Mikhnaf’s compilation of his books, and
in Chapter 11 we will see how it flourished in the following centuries as an ele-
ment of the elaboration of the notion of the Imam in Twelver Shi‘ism. Before

that, however, it is necessary to take a brief look at the story of the rebellion of
al-Mukhtar in Kufa.



PART 1|11

FROM SKIRMISH TO
COSMIC BATTLE






9

Al-Mukhtar and the Mahdi

he revolt of the Shi‘ite leader al-Mukhtir b. Abi ‘Ubayd al-Thaqafi

(d. 67/687) marks a kind of completion of the Karbala drama, with he
and his followers exacting vengeance on those responsible for the death of
al-Husayn.! A tradition in one of the earliest collections of hadiths about
the twelve imams, /thbat al-wasiyya li-l-imam ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, ascribed to
al-Mas‘adi (d. 345/956),* describes how the skies were blood-red after the kill-
ing of al-Husayn. Then follows a tradition which says, ‘It is narrated that the
blood did not calm down until al-Mukhtar b. Abi ‘Ubayda rose in rebellion
and killed seventy thousand in it.” Later tradition thus regards al-Mukhtar’s
revenge as a kind of settlement (though the tradition also makes him state that
the killing of seventy thousand was in no way sufficient to make up for the
death of al-Husayn).? In later popular Shi‘ite literature from the Turco-Persian
cultural sphere, the Karbala drama, the story of the Tawwabun and the story
of al-Mukhtar and his revenge have at times been fused to make a kind of
literary cycle.*

But beyond the vengeance for al-Husayn, the Karbala affair is conspicuous
by its absence in the earliest accounts of al-Mukhtar, given the fact that he was
active in Kufa during and after the actions of the Tawwabtn and that some of
the survivors from the battle of “Ayn al-Warda joined his insurrection on their

return. Al-Mukhtar’s movement was politically important, challenging the

! This section draws to a certain extent on two of my previous publications, ‘Mukhtar and the
Mahdi’ and ‘Emerging Patterns’.

* On him and the discussion about the authorship of the Izhbat, see Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men,
21-3.

3 Al-Mas‘adi, Ithbat, 164.

* Calmard, ‘Culte’, 220-59; ‘Popular Literature’, 318-23.
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two main contenders for power at the time: the Umayyad caliphate, based in
Damascus, and the caliphate of “‘Abdallih b. al-Zubayr, centred in Mecca. His
revolt and the Kaysiniyya movement that emerged after him are furthermore
significant for the study of the development of the Shi‘ite ideology, as several of
the concepts and ideas promoted in these two movements were later developed
and are still visible even in Shi‘ism today. The political and religious impact of
al-Mukhtar’s revolt and the Kaysaniyya is an important reason why his move-
ment is one of the most fully recorded groups in the first century of Islam, as
well as one of the early movements most thoroughly investigated by modern
scholars.’ In this short chapter, I will summarise the story of al-Mukhtir as
it is related by al-Tabari, and then briefly discuss the development of the
Kaysaniyya with special regard to issues that are important for later Shi‘ism.°
The chapter does not contain the kind of close textual analyses as found in
Parts I and IL, but is more of a survey based on previous research, my own and
that of other scholars.

The Insurrection of al-Mukhtar

In Chapter 1, I mentioned that the religio-political situation in the region in
the second quarter of the first/last quarter of the seventh century was turbu-
lent. Two caliphates, one headed by Ibn al-Zubayr in Mecca and the other by

the Umayyads in Damascus, were competing for power. At the same time,

> Some important studies of al-Mukhtir and his movement from different perspectives are Dixon,
Umayyad Caliphate, 25-81; al-Qadi, Al-kaysaniya, 71-137; Wellhausen, Religio-Political
Factions, 125-45; Halm, Die islamische Gnosis, 43-83; Fishbein, ‘Life of al-Mukhtar’; Hawting,
‘Al-Mukhtar’; Tucker, Mahdis, 19-33; Anthony, The Caliph, 256-90; ‘Kaysaniya’. These studies
are of shifting quality. Some (notably Anthony, The Caliph) are truly critical in the sense that they
investigate and problematise the sources according to criteria normally used in modern academic
scholarship; others (particularly Dixon and Wellhausen) are mainly compilations and attempts
to harmonise the sources. Halm’s study differs from the others in that it is based on translations
of early heresiographical accounts about al-Mukhtar and his movement. An excellent study on
al-Mukhtir from various perspectives in Islamic historiography is Haider, Rebel, 26-114, much
abbreviated in Haider, ‘al-Mukhtar’.

The revolt of al-Mukhtir and his rule in Kufa is related by several sources, e.g. al-Tabari, T4 7ikb,
11, 599-746 (English translations in al-Tabari, History, vols XX and XXI by Hawting and Fishbein
respectively); Ibn Sa‘'d, Tabagat, vol. VII, 99-107; al-Dinawari, Akbbar, vol. 1, 296-316; as well
as the Syriac chronicle Ris' Mellé by the contemporary Christian writer John bar Penkayé (Brock,
‘North Mesopotamia’, 64-7). For more detailed discussions of the sources, see Hylén, ‘Emerging
Patterns’, 11-12; ‘Mukhtar and the Mahd7’, 145-8. See also the important discussion of sources
and their various perspectives in Haider, Rebel, 26-114.

N
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apocalyptic ideas were in the air, inspiring several anti-authoritarian political
movements, including that of al-Mukhtar. After the defeat of the Tawwaban,
he rose to power as the most prominent political leader of the Shi‘ites in Kufa.
The early sources often regard him with great suspicion, describing him as a
political opportunist more interested in power than in adhering to political
or religious conviction.” Al-Mukhtar claimed to have been sent by a living son
of ‘Ali, Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya. Ibn al-Hanafiyya was ‘Ali’s son, not (like
al-Hasan and al-Husayn) with Fatima the daughter of the Prophet, but with a
slave woman from the tribe of Hanifa; hence his appellation Ibn al-Hanafiyya,
‘the son of the Hanafi woman’ (see Figure ‘Genealogy of the imams’). He
seems, however, to have been hesitant, if not outright negative, about being
associated with al-Mukhtar, who called Ibn al-Hanafiyya a/-mahdz, ‘the rightly
guided [by God]’. It should be clarified at this point that in the first decades of
the movement of believers, the term a/-mahdi probably had no eschatological
connotations but was simply used to describe a person, normally some kind
of leader, as divinely guided. Several studies about al-Mukhtar have asserted —
without really advancing any arguments — that he was the first figure to use
this concept with the meaning ‘messianic redeemer’. T have demonstrated else-
where, however, that, while his use of the title a/-mahdi for Ibn al-Hanafiyya
can be historically maintained with some probability, it is much less certain
that he used it in an eschatological sense.®

Al-Mukhtar gathered around him large numbers of Shi‘ites, and several
sources indicate that his followers called themselves shurtat Allab, ‘the troops
of God’.” They seem to a large extent to have consisted of two categories:
mawlas, non-Arab clients to an Arab tribe; and members of South Arabian
tribes who had settled in Kufa. Most of the sources attest the significant pro-
portion of mawlds among the supporters of al-Mukhtar.’’ The mawlas were
the non-Arabs who formed part of the Arab society of believers, converts

and freed slaves. In pre-Islamic Arab society, which was based on a system

7 This view of al-Mukhtar has also been forwarded by some modern scholars. So, for example,
Howard in al-Tabari, History, vol. XIX, 28, n. 131; Shaban, Islamic History, 94. For various opin-
ions about him from Western scholars, see Dixon, Umayyad Caliphate, 26-7.

$ Hylén, ‘Mukhtar and the Mahds’.

? For references, see Anthony, The Caliph, 282-5.

10 See e.g. Crone, Political Thought, 85; Fishbein, ‘Life of al-Mukhtar’, 15-42; Urban, ‘Early Islamic
Mawali’, 98—104.
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of genealogically defined tribes, membership of a tribe was necessary in order
to be part of society."! Those not born into a tribe could become a member
of society only by becoming affiliated to a tribe in a kind of contractual rela-
tionship; becoming a mawla, a client, to an Arab who was a member of a
tribe allowed a person to become connected to that tribe."”” Thus, in the first/
seventh century, to join the movement of believers was to join Arab society.
During the Arab conquests of the surrounding, non-Arab societies, some indi-
viduals and groups among the conquered peoples converted to the new faith
and joined the ranks of the Arabs. Of those who did not convert immediately,
many were taken as slaves, some of whom were later manumitted on conver-
sion. Both these categories — immediate converts and freed slaves — became
mawlas and thus became incorporated into Arab society.” But despite their
shared faith, the mawlas were regarded as second-class citizens by the Arabs
under the Umayyad rulers. Patricia Crone argued that their situation was
much like that of indigenous peoples in the European colonies in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. One way for the mawlas to assert their identity
in the new society, she held, was for them to separate themselves from the
chauvinist Umayyad Arab ideology. The main alternative open to them was to
align with the Shi‘ites and adopt their reverence for the family of the Prophet,
which ‘formed a sacred lineage so greatly elevated above Arabs and non-Arabs
alike that the differences between the two were drained of importance’.'* At
the same time, the mawlas could identify with the sufferings of the ahbl al-
bayt, as both groups had been treated badly by the Umayyads and those affili-
ated with them. Thus to seek vengeance for al-Husayn — the grandson of the
Prophet, killed by the Umayyads — was a very concrete way of breaking ties

The following discussion about the mawali is based on Crone, ‘Mawali’; Political Thought, 84-6;
Hoyland, 7n God’s Path, 157-69; Urban, ‘Early Islamic Mawal7’. For a discussion problematising
the concepts of Arabs and Arabic tribes in pre-Islamic times, see Webb, Imagining the Arabs.
The correct Arabic plural is mawali.
Y Hoyland, In God’s Path, 157-69; but cf. Webb, Imagining the Arabs, 17, n. 18, 242—4, and esp.
280, n. 18.
" Crone, ‘Mawal?’, 186. Although Urban (‘Early Islamic Mawali’, 86-98) expresses problems with
Crone’s and others’ ‘ethnification’ of the concept of mawla, she accepts the view that the mawlas
tried to create new and inclusive forms of nobility, based on Islamic virtue rather than birth and
lineage. In her thesis, Urban views the phenomenon of the mawlis from an interesting perspective
that is quite different from that of many earlier historians. A problem, however, is her often uncriti-
cal use of single sources and isolated traditions as bases for her arguments.
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with Arab society in its then-current form in an attempt to shape something
new."> Within the ranks of al-Mukhtar’s movement, the mawlas were regarded
by many as a threat to the Arabs rather than as a part of society.

To make a sharp distinction between Arabs and non-Arabs, however, is
to oversimplify. Plenty of mawlds were loyal to their tribes in early Umayyad
times, just as many Arabs loathed and fought against the Umayyads and joined
the Shi‘ite movement. As already mentioned, several sources indicate that the
second major group constituting al-Mukhtar’s following were Arabs belong-
ing to South Arabian tribes. The Southern Arabs seem to have been politically
and religiously divided, with rifts between the followers and opponents of
al-Mukhtir extending even within the tribes. The sources do not reveal the
reasons why certain Southern groups or individuals joined his movement
while others did not. Hichem Djait points to social stratification as one pos-
sible factor; many of the southerners who joined al-Mukhtir seem, accord-
ing to Dijait, to have belonged to the lower classes, while few of the Southern
tribal leaders took part in the movement.' If this is true, then a substantial
proportion of al-Mukhtir’s followers (both the mawlas and a large number
of southerners) were socially deprived in one way or another. Crone argues
that it was poverty that made many of them carry wooden clubs as arms rather
than real weapons of iron; hence this group of poor foot soldiers of the shurtat
Allah were often pejoratively called Khashabiyya, ‘bearers of wooden clubs’."”

In the present context, the vengeance for al-Husayn is of particular inter-
est as it brings one phase in the trajectory of the Karbala drama to a close.
The various sources normally express this as vengeance ‘for the blood of
al-Husayn’ or ‘for the blood of the Prophet’s family’ or something similar.
Al-Mukhtir was able to win over the nobleman Ibrahim b. al-Ashtar (of the
Southern Arabian tribe of Madhhij) by producing a letter that he alleged to
have been written by the Mahdi, Ibn al-Hanafiyya; Ibn al-Ashtar subsequently
became one of al-Mukhtir’s most successful commanders, and the movement

5 Crone, ‘Mawal?’, 184—6; Political Thought, 84-5.

16 Djait, ‘Les Yamanites’, 168-70; see also Rotter, Biirgerkrieg, 99-101; Crone, “Wooden Weapons’.
Watt’s hypothesis (‘Shiism’, 161-2) that South Arabian ideas about a charismatic leader were
behind their promotion of ‘Ali and his descendants has not been supported by later studies, to my
knowledge.

17 Crone, “Wooden Weapons’, 174-80; Anthony, The Caliph, 280—4.
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then managed to oust Ibn al-Zubayr’s governor in Kufa. The chronology
of the events that followed is unclear, as the sources differ, but all agree that
al-Mukhtir and his movement took a harsh revenge on the Kufans who had
taken part in the battle against al-Husayn. We are told that al-Mukhtar and his
companions sought out and killed the men who were involved in the battle
of Karbala on the Umayyad side, including Shamir b. Dhi al-Jawshan, ‘Umar
b. Sa‘d and other leaders of the Karbala campaign living in Kufa. In 67/686,
al-Mukhtir sent an army led by Ibn al-Ashtar against a great Umayyad force;
he managed to defeat it, and killed ‘Ubaydallah b. Ziyad at the River Khazir,
close to Mosul in Northern Iraq. (Ibn Ziyad, as described in Chapter 3 and 4,
had been governor in Kufa when al-Husayn approached the town, and was
ultimately responsible for his killing.) The victorious battle against Ibn Ziyad
is mentioned also by the Christian, John bar Penkayé. Although the latter does
not mention vengeance for al-Husayn as the motive for the Kufan troops (he
singles out political and economic motives for the rebellion), he confirms the
battle at Khazir and its outcome.’ Finally, a few months later, al-Mukhtar’s
movement was crushed by an army led by the governor of Basra, Mus‘ab b. al-
Zubayr, brother to ‘Abdallah b. al-Zubayr. Kufa was retaken, and al-Mukhtar
was besieged in the palace of the town for some weeks before he was killed.

The account that the sources give of the Tawwibun clearly shows the
centrality of the deep longing of the Shi‘ites in Kufa to avenge al-Husayn’s
killing (see Part IT above). Although, as we have seen, the main elements of this
story cannot be established before the beginning of the second/eighth century,
it would be very difficult to explain the Tawwaban movement without taking
account of a real sense of guilt among its members, and also among many of
the Kufan Shi‘ites, even those who had not joined the Tawwaban on their
march. Given this, it is not surprising that al-Mukhtar succeeded in raising
support for himself as leader with a purported mission from al-Husayn’s half-
brother to exact the vengeance that the Tawwiaban had failed to complete for
the hideous crime committed at Karbala.

Apart from the vengeance for al-Husayn, however, the Karbala story, its
protagonists and the events it recounts are alluded to only here and there in
the story of al-Mukhtar. Al-Husayn himself is almost invisible, except as the

'8 Brock, ‘North Mesopotamia’, 65-6.
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cause to be avenged. As al-Mukhtir and his companions are described, it is
not so much the family of the Prophet that is in focus as “Ali and his sons. In
this story, we see how many of the followers of al-Mukhtar enthusiastically
embraced ‘the religion of ‘Al’ (din ‘4/7)."” His adoption of Ibn al-Hanafiyya —
son to ‘Ali, rather than to al-Hasan or al-Husayn - as al-mabdsi, ‘the rightly
guided’, is a clear indication of this. Since ‘Ali was the legatee (wayi) of the
Prophet, it was his descendants that were now carrying on this heritage, irre-
spective of whether they were descended from the Prophet (as were al-Hasan
and al-Husayn through Fatima) or not. In associating himself with Ibn
al-Hanafiyya, al-Mukhtir was using his position to defer to “Ali himself, and
thereby as a way of promoting his own authority.

Furthermore, the movement of al-Mukhtir has clear eschatological over-
tones. As Sean Anthony argues, this may have been a further factor in the
great number of followers attracted. Many of al-Mukhtar’s more enthusias-
tic acolytes belonged to the Saba’iyya movement, mentioned in Chapter 1.
The idea that ‘Ali was not dead but would soon return was widespread; at
his return (r4j), he would cause a major reversal (dawla) and set everything
right. The apocalyptic character of the movement is apparent in the curious
affair of ‘Al’s chair. Several sources relate that, before embarking on the cam-
paign against the Syrians, al-Mukhtar presented a chair (kx7sz) to his followers,
which he claimed had belonged to “Ali.* This chair aroused great enthusiasm
among some of his followers. The sources relate that it immediately became a
kind of cultic object to some of them, who regarded it as being on a par with
the Israelite Ark of the Covenant. It was covered with silk and brocade, and
the people raised their hands, circled around it, and shouted. Attendants were
appointed to it, and it was placed on a grey mule and brought out into the
battle at the banks of the Khazir River against the Umayyad army as a kind of
talisman — a battle that, as we have seen, was very successful.

The allusion to the Ark of the Covenant is consistent with al-Mukhtar’s
attempt to portray himself as the representative of Ibn al-Hanafiyya. Although
it is nowhere reported that al-Mukhtar stated that the chair of “Ali was the

2" On this, see Chapter 1 above.

» Anthony, The Caliph, 256-90.

' On this issue, see the comprehensive analysis that Anthony (The Caliph, 261-90) has made of the
accounts of the chair and its significance, and Hylén, ‘Emerging Patterns’, 19-22.
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Ark of the Covenant, one source relates him as saying: ‘Among the children
of Israel there was the Ark, in which there was a remnant of what the family
of Moses and the family of Aaron left behind. Among us, this is like the Ark.”>*

The Ark of the Covenant is important in Islamic tradition.® It is men-
tioned only once in the Qur’an, in an account where the people of Israel have
asked their prophet Samuel to give them a king (Qur. 2:246-8). The prophet
replies that God has chosen Tilat (Saul) as their king, but they do not want
him. He then says:

Surely the sign of his kingship is that the ark will come to you. In it is Sakina
from your Lord, and a remnant of what the house of Moses and the house of
Aaron left behind. The angels (will) carry it. Surely in that is a sign for you,

if you are believers.**

Thus, in the Quran the Ark has the function of legitimising authority.”
Al-Mukhtar’s association of the chair of “Ali with the Ark of the Covenant
further strengthened his authority by creating the kind of link between himself
and Ibn al-Hanafiyya that, according to tradition, had first existed between
Moses and Aaron.” Anthony furthermore points to the pervasiveness of the
idea about the return of the Ark at the end of time. It had mysteriously disap-
peared during the Babylonian destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 587 BCE,
and according to Jewish and Christian apocalyptic beliefs God would bring it
back as a sign of the end times.” Indeed, the words ‘a remnant of what the
house of Moses and the house of Aaron left behind’ in the verse quoted prob-
ably also refer to the staff of Moses, which was closely associated with the Ark.
As we saw in Chapter 1, this staff was a messianic insignia, to be carried by “Alf

in the final battle against the evil powers of the world.

* Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 703. See also the poem by A‘sha Hamdan in the version given by al-Tabari
(Ta’rikh, 11, 704-5). The verse where the Ark is mentioned differs in al-Jahiz’s version of the poem
(Anthony, The Caliph, 278, n. 122).

2 Rubin, ‘Traditions’.

* In the biblical version of this story (1 Sam. 8-10), the Ark is not mentioned.

» Rubin, “Traditions’, 200.

% This relationship was mirrored in the relation between the Prophet Muhammad and “Ali. (Rubin,
“Traditions’, 209-10; Anthony, The Caliph, 267-8; Hylén, ‘Emerging Patterns’, 13-14).

¥ Anthony, The Caliph, 273-5.
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The quoted verse from the Qur’an, moreover, reveals the connection
between the Ark and the concept of sakina. In the discussion in Chapter 4
we saw that in the Quran this concept is connected with the presence of
God. Reuven Firestone summarises its Quranic significance by writing that
it always ‘denotes divine aid and proof of the authenticity of God’s agent in
the face of disbelief and adversity, and this aid or proof (or divine presence)
comes in the form of divine victory in battle or its potentiality’.* Though the
word is used by only one source in connection with the chair of “Ali in the
story of al-Mukhtar,” its close connection with the Ark and its connotation of
the presence of God make it likely that the chair was seen as a vessel of God’s
sakina by his followers.

Finally, it seems that the chair of “Ali was regarded as some kind of medium
for divine revelation in that it inspired prophecy (wahy). According to Aba
Mikhnaf, one man said of the chair, “Today there has been established for us
a [source of] inspiration (wahy) the like of which men have never heard of. In
it there is news of what will come to be.” It seems that at times al-Mukhtar
attempted to predict future events, and was criticised as a liar when he was
mistaken. This caused him to develop the idea that God could change His
mind, a doctrine known as bada’(‘emergence [of new circumstances]’), which
later became an important theological concept in Shi‘ism.*

Many of al-Mukhtar’s followers were thus filled with enthusiasm over the
‘discovery’ of the chair. At the same time, there were those who warned against
the danger of falling into disbelief and committing polytheism. As far as we
can tell, the chair was rather short-lived; after the battle of the Khazir River,
nothing more is heard of it. The sources relate that both the chair and the
enthusiasm it had evoked were severely criticised, and al-Tabari reproduces
two poems by A‘sha Hamdan and al-Mutawakkil expressing outright hostility
towards it.** The fact that the whole affair was passed over in silence by most
later authors, notably by a Shi‘ite like Ibn A‘tham who certainly had recourse

28 Firestone, ‘Shekhinah’, 590.

» The source is a highly polemical poem by A‘sha Hamdan related by al-Tabari (72 7ikb, 11, 704).

% Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 706. See also Ta’rikh, 11, 705 for direct and indirect references of wahy in
connection with the chair.

See Madelung, ‘Bada”. For al-Mukhtar’s prophesy, see further the discussion in Anthony, The
Caliph, 287-90. See also below, Chapter 10.

32 Al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 702-6.
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to Aba Mikhnaf’s account, indicates that it was viewed by them as an embar-
rassment. Together with the fact that it is mentioned by several sources, this
embarrassment, in my opinion, is a strong argument in favour of its historicity,
as it is hardly likely to have been invented by later generations.

The Kaysaniyya

From the foregoing discussion, it should be clear that al-Mukhtar and many
of his followers emphasised ‘Ali and his legacy rather than the family of the
Prophet Muhammad and their descendants. While some groups among the
Shi‘ites stuck to the Prophetic bloodline in their search for a leader — groups
that later developed into the Ismaili and the Imami branches, which are still
very much alive (see Chapter 10) — a group, or rather a cluster of groups which
later heresiographers have called ‘the Kaysaniyya’, arose out of the movement
of al-Mukhtar. Though it only survived for a couple of centuries, many of the
Kaysaniyya’s central ideas, as we will see, survived and were adopted in vari-
ous forms by later Shi‘ism, in particular notions regarding the eschatological
features of the imam.*

There is no record that the group named itself Kaysaniyya, and the name
was probably a label given by people who did not belong to the movement.
One attempt to explain the origin of the name derives it from a commander
of al-Mukhtar’s shurtar Allah, Aba ‘Amra Kaysan; another explanation is that
Kaysan was a nickname given to al-Mukhtar himself, perhaps for his shrewd-
ness and cleverness (kays).>* Many of the followers of al-Mukhtar survived the
death of their leader and were able to set up a base for their activities in the
northern Iraqi town of Nisibis for a few years. They held on to the imamate
of Ibn al-Hanafiyya and continued to view him as the Mahdi. For that reason,
the movement experienced two major crises related to him: the first when he
declared his loyalty (bay ) to ‘Abd al-Malik, the caliph of the hated Umayyads,
after the victory of the latter over Ibn al-Zubayr in 73/692, and the second on
the occasion of the imam’s death in 81/700. The movement subsequently split

into a number of sects offering various explanations that could accommodate

3 The following section is based on Anthony, Kaysaniya’, unless stated. For more comprehensive
overviews of the Kaysaniyya, see the references in n. 5.

3 Al-Qadi, Al-kaysaniya, 58-9.
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the seeming impossibility of these events. Most of them declared that Ibn
al-Hanafiyya was not dead but living in concealment (ghayba) from the world,
and here we find the notion of the imam’s occultation in Shi‘ism for the first
time. Some of them were of the opinion that God had concealed him from
the world as a punishment for his bay% to the caliph, that he was living in the
mountains and would return in due time and set everything right, while mean-
while the imamate was temporarily upheld by his son Aba Hashim.* Others
held that it was to protect Ibn al-Hanafiyya from evil that God had hidden
him until his time would come, and that while he bided his time, he was living
on Mount Radwa in the vicinity of Medina. Thus, in a poem ascribed to the
Kaysani poet Kuthayyir ‘Azza (d. c. 105/723), we read of “Ali and his three
sons, al-Hasan, al-Husayn and Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya:

Verily, the imams are of [the tribe of] Quraysh,

the rightful masters, four alike,
‘Ali and three of his sons

they are the grandchildren [of the Prophet] and the successors.
One is a grandson of faith and gentleness,

and one is a grandson whom Karbala took away (ghayyabat).
and one grandson who will not taste death until

he will lead the horses [of war] with the banner in front,
hidden (taghayyaba), invisible to them for a time

at Radwa, where there is honey and water.*

This belief, Leonardo Capezzone writes,

-

marks the first time a ShiT sect took on the features of a religious confes-
sion marked by a chiliastic tension focused on the eschatologic [sic] role of

redeemer assigned to its leader, thus developing concepts that, later on, even

* On him, see Bayhom-Daou, ‘Aba Hashim’.

% Thave only translated the five verses given by al-Qummi, Magalat, 29, though I have followed the
reading of al-Kuthayyir’s Diwan, 521, vv. 3, 4, 7, 10 and 11. See also Halm, Die islamische Gnosis,
51 fora German translation based on al-Qummi. Kuthayyir’s authorship of this poem is contested,
see Diwdn, 522. For a more comprehensive discussion of the poetry of Kuthayyir, see al-Qadi,
Al-kaysaniya, 312-22.
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when al-Kaysaniyya had dissolved, would become an integral part of ShiT

doctrinal tradition.””

The many groups that made up the Kaysiniyya movement in the second/
eighth century were, according to the heresiographers, distinguished by
various more or less ‘extreme’ views.** The movement gradually lost adherents,
however, and in the fourth/tenth century it seems to be extinct. As Capezzone
states, however, some notions that first appeared among the Kaysiniyya were
taken up and developed by the larger Shi‘ite community. Anthony specifies
this by arguing that, in particular, the three notions of 74/% (the return of
the dead or hidden imam), ghayba (the occultation of the imam) and bada’
(God’s occasional change of mind owing to changed circumstances) survived
the Kaysaniyya and were included in the doctrines of the Imamiyya branch
in modified forms.”” We will come across some of these concepts again in

Chapter 10.
Summary

The movement of al-Mukhtir and the development of the Kaysiniyya are
prime examples of the process of mythmaking, at least as the historical sources
describe them. Al-Mukhtir in several ways is connected to the deceased “Ali:
through his association with Ibn al-Hanafiyya, through his avenging the death
of al-Husayn and through the ‘discovery’ of a chair that was said to have
belonged to “Ali and to be the bearer of supernatural powers. The eschatologi-
cal implications of his movement are obvious, including expectations of the
return of ‘Ali. In the words of McCutcheon quoted in Chapter 2, the story
of al-Mukhtar is an account of mythmaking as ‘a means of creating authority’
by removing ‘Ali, his family and artefacts that have belonged to him ‘from
human history and hence from the realm of human doings’. Furthermore,
in the reception of the chair of ‘Ali among some of his followers we see an

interesting — though short-lived — example of the collective effervescence that

7 Capezzone, ‘Kaysaniyya’. As we have seen in Chapter 1, however, contrary to Capezzone, Anthony
finds such ideas already among the forerunners of the Kaysaniyya, the Saba’iyya movement (7he
Caliph, 195-225).

3 On these and their various beliefs, see al-Qadi, A/-kaysaniya, parts 3—-5; Anthony, ‘Kaysaniya’;
Bayhom-Daou, ‘Abt Hashim’; Tucker, Mabdis.

3 Anthony, ‘Kaysaniya’.
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Durkheim and later also Collins talked about. Thus, although al-Mukthar was
severely criticised by people around him — even by dedicated Shi‘ites such as
Rifa‘a b. Shaddad, one of the leaders of the Tawwaban* — many accepted his
claims and enthusiastically stood by him.

Among the Kaysaniyya the ideas of the sons of ‘Ali - especially Ibn
al-Hanafiyya — as his rightful successors lived on. Within this group, the idea
of the imam and his eschatological return was further developed, and in the
same environment several concepts and ideas that later became important in
Shi‘ism first originated.

Although the Karbala story is not prominent in the movements of
al-Mukhtir and later on among the Kaysaniyya, they are important for the
emergence of the context within which the battle of Karbala developed into
a myth. As we will see in the following chapters, the story about the battle
could not have developed as it did without the ideas about the imam, the
dualist world-view and the eschatological vistas that first originated with these

movements.

“ On Rifa‘a’s break with al-Mukhtar, see Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. V1, 400. Al-Tabari (IL, 654, 659)
relates how he fought and was killed on the side of al-Mukhtir’s enemies, though still adhering to
his Shi‘ite conviction.
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The Contest over the Imams
in Early Shi‘ism

Introduction

The Karbala story, needless to say, did not develop in isolation. It was one
of several factors in the creation of a Twelver Shi‘ite world-view. The story
contributed to this world-view and at the same time drew input from it. In this
chapter, I will attempt to give a brief survey of the evolution of Shi‘ism from
the second/eighth and up to the end of the fourth/tenth centuries: in other
words, from the emergence of a strong Umayyad power in Damascus up to the
era of the Buyids in Baghdad. The focus will be on the branch of Shi‘ism that
later became the T'welvers (the Rafidis and the Imamis), but since this develop-
ment often took place in opposition to other Shi‘ite groups, I will touch on
these other groups as well. The chapter is based entirely on research performed
by other scholars, and aims at locating the development of the Karbala story,
which will be discussed in the following chapter, in its proper context.

The First Post-Karbala Imams

The use of the term ‘Shiism’ for the two or three centuries following the
death of al-Husayn may obscure the fact that the movement was in no way
unified, but rather divided among numerous groups with different ideas on
political, theological and legal matters." Fundamental to all Shi‘ites was the
belief that “Ali was the legatee (wasi) of the Prophet Muhammad. The latter,

! See e.g. Watt, Formative Period, 54-7; van Ess, Theologie, vol. I, 233—4; Amir-Moezzi and Jambet,
Shi% Islam, 19; Haider, Shi% Islam, 84-S.
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according to Shi‘ite historiography, had publicly designated ‘Alias his successor
at a place called Ghadir Khumm on the way back from the so-called Farewell
Pilgrimage.” An issue that functioned as an early watershed between various
Shi‘ite groups, though, was the implications of this belief. Since ‘Ali was the
rightful successor of the Prophet, what attitude was one to take towards those
caliphs who, rather than recognising this, had snatched the office of leadership
of the community from “Ali? The three first caliphs, Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, and of
course Uthman, were indeed regarded as usurpers by all Shi‘ites; the question
under discussion was, however, whether these men were also to be counted as
unbelievers because of what they had done, and whether it was correct to reject
them as legitimate leaders. Those who refused to accept the first three caliphs
were called Rafidis (from Ar. 7afd, ‘rejection’). Patricia Crone traced the idea
of dissociation (bara’a) from these caliphs back to the revolt of al-Mukhtar,
and it is clearly found in texts from the turn of the second/eighth century, for
example in a poem by the Kaysani poet Kuthayyir ‘Azza, whom we encoun-
tered in Chapter 9.° The first time the term ‘Rafida’ is used as a designation for
a group with these ideas is usually associated with the rebellion of Zayd b. ‘Al
in 122/740 (on which see below). On being prompted by some of his follow-
ers, Zayd refused to denounce Aba Bakr and ‘Umar as caliphs, which caused
the companions to leave him and choose his nephew Ja‘far as their imam. It is
said that Zayd named the group a/-74fida, though here the name refers to their
abandonment of him.* Nevertheless, ‘Rafidi’ soon became the appellation for
those who refused to recognise Aba Bakr and ‘Umar as legitimate caliphs and
declared them to be infidels. At the end of her discussion on the meaning of
the Rafidi position, Crone succinctly summarises the situation of Shi‘ism in
the decades after the turn of the century:

In the course of the Umayyad period, Shi‘ism thus came to exist in two dif-
ferent forms, one expressing a greater degree of alienation than the other.
According to the one, the community had remained rightly guided until the

first civil war, when the ‘Uthmani majority went astray but many followed

*> For a study of the traditions — both Sunni and Shi‘ite — concerning this event, see Dakake,
Charismatic Community, 33—48.

3 Crone, Political Thought, 73—4. Kuthayyir’s poem is found in Diwdan, 490.

* Al-Tabari, Ta7ikh, 11, 1,699-700. As van Ess argues, however, this story is probably ‘an etiological
legend with a Zaydi tendency’, and perhaps stems from Aba Mikhnaf (Theologie, vol. 1, 311).
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‘Ali. According to the other, practically the entire community had gone
astray the moment the Prophet died, only a tiny number of Companions

remaining faithful to ‘Ali until he finally became caliph.®

The former group are often called ‘soft’ or ‘weak’ Shiites, the latter ‘hard’ or
‘strong’.¢

Another issue closely related to that of 74fd was incessantly contested
among the Shi‘ites: the identity, nature and function of the imam. These were
questions that particularly came to the surface when one imam had died, and
the community had to decide what to do next. The struggle over who was
the legitimate imam was one of the main factors that formed the branches of
Shi‘ism that survive today, as well as many of the numerous groups that did
not last.” When surveying the development of Shi‘ism and the debates over the
figure of the imam in the second/eighth to fourth/tenth centuries, it is useful
to highlight three major historical events that contributed to the fragmentation
into the three still-extant divisions of Shi‘ism, the Zaydi, the Ismaili and the
Imami (or Twelver) branches.® This model is of course a great simplification of
avery complex historical reality, but it serves well as a skeleton framework that
can be fleshed out with other, perhaps less conspicuous processes.

The first historical incident is the above-mentioned insurrection against
the Umayyads in 122/740 by one of al-Husayn’s grandsons, Zayd b. ‘Ali
b. al-Husayn. The aversion to Umayyad rule was widespread, but especially
pronounced among Shi‘ites, and it led to numerous rebellions against the ruling
dynasty.” In spite of the instigations of their followers, however, many of the
Shi‘ite leaders kept a quiescent attitude towards the Umayyads. We have seen
how “Alf’s third son, Ibn al-Hanafiyya, remained in Medina and did not join
al-Mukhtar’s insurrection. The same is true of his nephew, al-Husayn’s son ‘Al
Zayn al-‘Abidin (d. c. 94-5/712-13), the only male survivor of al-Husayn’s
family at Karbala, who is counted as the fourth imam by the T'welvers. Zayn

w

Crone, Political Thought, 74-5.

van Ess, Theologie, vol. 1, 252; Crone, Political Thought, 72 and passim.

Kohlberg, ‘From Imamiyya to Ithna-‘Ashariyya’; ‘Early Attestations’.

In this, I have followed Haider, Shi 7 Islam, 85-99.

On this, see Hodgson, Venzure, vol. 1, 24172, an important source for Haider’s description, and
Kennedy, Prophet, 94-101. The Shi‘ite involvement in the political turmoil and their numerous
rebellions in the Umayyad and early Abbasid period are succinctly described in Newman, Twelver
Shiism, 19-31. See also the discussion about Arab chauvinism of the Umayyads in Chapter 9.

® N o
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al-“Abidin is said to have spent all his life after Karbala in prayer and weeping
over the disaster that befell his father and the suffering of the family of the
Prophet.!” Two of the sons of Zayn al-‘Abidin, Aba Ja‘far al-Bagqir (the fifth
Twelverimam, d. c. 117/735)" and his younger half-brother Zayd, took oppo-
site positions on the question of political activism. While al-Baqir followed the
quietist road of his father, Zayd was politically more active and for that reason
gained the following of many Shi‘ites who regarded him as the true imam
(though, as we have seen, some abandoned him because of his soft position on
the first two caliphs). Zayd was imprisoned, then later released but kept under
surveillance by the Umayyad caliph Hisham b. “Abd al-Malik and his governor
in Kufa. Nonetheless he was persuaded by his Kufan followers to raise an army
and prepare for an insurrection, but before he had time to gather a strong
enough force, the Umayyads were able to quench the rebellion and kill him."

Out of this event, the Zaydi branch of Shi‘ism emerged. Like all Shi‘ites,
the Zaydis believed that the legitimate leadership belonged to the family of
the Prophet, but they defined this family much more widely than most other
Shi‘ites, so that any descendant of “Ali could aspire to the role of imam. Beyond
that, Muslim heresiographers picture early Zaydism as a movement with several
subdivisions, the two most important being the Batris and the Jaradis (named
after their presumed founders)."* The Batris are described as soft Shi‘ites, while
the Jaradis leant more towards the Rifidi position. The general idea of the
Batris was that a less worthy candidate could be deemed a legitimate ruler as
long as his regime was just, even if a more worthy candidate existed at the time.
Unlike other Shi‘ites, the Batris furthermore held the view that knowledge
about legal and religious matters was not confined to the imam, but could be
found in the Muslim community as a whole. The Jaradis, on the other hand,
held the first caliphs and their companions to be unbelievers because they had
stolen the authority from “Ali and his sons. On several other issues, too, they
were more radical than the Batris, and they were closer to those Shi‘ite groups

who were called Imamis and who later developed into the Twelvers.'*

10

On him, see Kohlberg, “Zayn al-‘Abidin’, and on his participation at Karbala, see above, Chapter 3.
"' On him, see Chapter 3.

12 On this event, see al-Tabari, 72 7ikh, 11, 1,667-88, 1,698-717; Madelung, “Zayd’.

? So also Crone, Political Thought, 100-5.

* While modern scholars often follow the traditional image and picture these movements as con-
temporaneous (so e.g. Crone, Political Thought, 100-5), Haider argues that Batrism developed
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We have already seen that Zayd’s half-brother Aba Ja‘far al-Bagir (the
purported originator of one of the versions of the Karbala story discussed
in Chapter 3) stayed aloof from any political involvement with other Shi‘ite
groups. By the time Zayd instigated his rebellion, al-Bagir had already died."
Like Zayd, al-Baqir also had a substantial number of followers for whom he
was the rightful imam. He was known for his erudition - a quality indicated
by his sobriquet bdgir al-%lm, ‘the one who splits knowledge open’ — and a
large number of Shi‘ite hadiths trace their origin to him. His son Ja‘far al-Sadiq,
‘the truth-speaker’ (d. 148/765), regarded as the sixth imam in the Twelver
genealogy, followed in the quietist footsteps of his father.’® Both were recog-
nised as eminent scholars by Sunnis as well as Shi‘ites.

With these two figures, the foundations of Imami Shi‘ism were laid. Shi‘ite
law has its roots in their time, and so do many of the basic tenets of Imami
Shi‘ite theology."” One of these is the concept of nass, the idea that an imam
must be designated by his father. Thus, the Imamis differ from the Zaydis in
that they limit the legitimate imamate to the single blood line from ‘Ali and
his union with Fatima (the passage from al-Hasan to his brother al-Husayn
excepted). Another important notion that originated at this time was that of a
specific, esoteric knowledge, %/m, given directly by God and transferred from
father to son through this designation. A third concept is zagiyya (‘keeping
the secret’), the idea that it is necessary, even mandatory, for true disciples of
the imam to hide their Shi‘ite persuasion — and in particular, the secret knowl-
edge received from the imam — from malevolent outsiders in order to protect
the imam and the Shi‘ite community from persecution.'® Furthermore, the
notion of God’s protection of the imam from error and sin (%ma), central
for the development of the imam’s role as a religious authority, developed in
the second half of the second/eighth century. An important contributor to

into Jaradism, the former being dominant in the late second/eighth century and the latter in the
third/ninth century. Later again, Zaydism turned back into a ‘softer’ version of Shi‘ism (Origins,
189-214; Shi% Islam, 105-12). Furthermore, Haider (Shi7 Islam, 109-12) shows that the idea of
Zaydi militance (so e.g. Crone, Political Thought, 107-9) must be nuanced.

5 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 64; Newman, Twelver Shiism, 24.

16 Modarressi, Crisis, 6-8.

7 Lalani, Early ShiT Thought, 76-95; Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi% Islam, 30; Crone, Political

Thounght, 110-11.

Hodgson, ‘Early Shi‘a’, 8-13; Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi7 Islam, 30.
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this aspect of imamology was the famous theologian Hisham b. al-Hakam
(d. c. 179/795-6).”

Political turmoil continued right through the second/eighth century. In
132/750 the Abbasids overthrew the Umayyad dynasty in the name of the
family of the Prophet.* As Shi‘ite discontent with the rulers — both Umayyads
and Abbasids — seethed, many hoped that al-Baqir or his son al-Sadiq would
take the lead in a political revolution, that one of them would be a/-ga’im, ‘the
one who stands’ or ‘the one who raises up’.*! In early Shi‘ism, this concept is
connected to that of the imam who was to restore true religion, justice and
equity; it later came to be used synonymously with the term a/-mahdi.** That
the two imams refused to become involved in politics and even prohibited
their followers from joining revolutionary movements caused many of them
disappointment and led some of them to join Zaydi revolutionary movements.
Others, however, reinterpreted the role of the imam in a quietist direction. In

the words of Hossein Modarressi,

they instead viewed him as the most learned man from among the descendants
of the Prophet who was to teach people what was lawful and what was not
and to exhort them to turn towards God. He was the one to distinguish truth
from falsity, to protect the religion from being distorted and corrupted by the
ignorant and misguided, and to reestablish whatever truth suffered distortion
or corruption at their hands. He guarded the integrity of the religion: if the
people added anything to it he would reject it, and if they omitted anything
he would restore it. Society needed an Imam to whom they could refer prob-
lems they encountered in religious practice, an Imam who would act as the
ultimate authority in explicating the law of God and the true meaning of the
Qur’an and the Prophetic tradition so that differences of opinion among the

believers could be removed by following his instructions in every question.”

On him, see e.g. van Ess, Theologie, vol. I, 349-82 (the concept of %ma is discussed on 377-9);
Bayhom-Daou, ‘Hisham b. al-Hakam’, 78-9; Bennett, ‘Hisham b. al-Hakam’.

All introductions to early Islamic political history deal with this crucial event. For brief surveys
with further references, see e.g. Berkey, Formation, 102-9; Crone, Political Thought, 87-98;
Kennedy, Prophet, 112-20.

For a background to this very old concept, see Halm, Die islamische Gnosis, 362-3,n. 77.

On the use of the term a/-gam and its connection with the concept of a/-mahdi, see Modarressi,
Crisis, 612, 86-91, esp. 89, n. 194.

2 Modarressi, Crisis, 8—9
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To many Shi‘ites, however, the imam’s functions did not stop at his being the
foremost interpreter of the divine law. They depicted him as semi-divine or
even divine, the bearer of the divine light, the only one knowing the hidden
meaning of the Qurian and capable of interpreting it correctly and the
upholder of the entire cosmos, without whom the world would immediately
collapse.®* I will return later in what follows to the development of the idea of
the cosmic Imam.

The Later Imams

The second crucial event in the early history of Shi‘ism occurred at the death of
Ja'far al-Sadiq in 148/765. Al-Sadiq’s eldest son, Isma‘il, had predeceased him
by two or three years. Many Shi‘ites had placed their trust in him as the coming
imam, and it was widely believed that his father had appointed him as the next
imam. The central Shi‘ite doctrine of zass was here at stake. The basic problem
was that, if al-Sadiq had indeed designated Isma‘il, it was owing not to his own
decision, but to God’s pre-ordained choice, which could not be questioned
or revoked. Now, with Isma‘il already dead, what were they to think? Several
groups emerged with various solutions to this crisis of succession. One short-
lived faction argued that Isma‘l had not in fact died, but continued to live in
occultation (ghayba); others held that the imamate had been transferred to
Ismi‘il’s son, Muhammad.”

From the latter group, over the following centuries, the Ismaili branch of
Shi‘ism developed.* According to the few sources available, Muhammad b.
Isma‘ll moved from Medina to Khiizistin in south-western Iran, and died there
around 179/795-6. For the next hundred years, virtually nothing is known
about the Ismailis. Only at the end of the third/ninth century do they show
up in the historical records again. Haider argues that the crisis caused by the
occultation of the last Twelver imam (see below) caused insecurity and confu-
sion among the Imamis and caused many of them to convert to Ismailism (or

Zaydism).”” These conversions were aided by numerous Ismaili missionaries
Y y

2 Modarressi, Crzsis, 9-10.

% Haider, Shi% Islam, 90—4.

¢ For overviews of early Ismailism, see Crone, Political Thought, 197-218; Daftary, The Isma ‘ilis,
87-136; Haider, Shi? Islam, 123—44.

7 Haider, Shi Islam, 125. See also below.
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who were active at the time, and Crone went so far as to say that ‘[t]he found-
ers of Ismailism were probably breakaway Imamis. Practically all the early
missionaries were Imami Shi‘ites by origin, as were many of their converts.””
The fascinating cosmology and imamology of Ismailism had been influenced
by Gnostic and Neoplatonic ideas from early times, but this need not concern
us in the present study. The Ismaili imam was regarded as a political as well as
a religious leader, leading in the fourth/tenth century to the foundation of the
Fatimid Ismaili empire in North Africa, causing great trouble to the Abbasid
caliphs for the next couple of hundred years.”

The majority of Shi‘ites, however, did not accept the imamate of Isma‘il
or of his son after the death of Ja‘far al-Sadiq. To them, al-Sadiq’s second son,
‘Abdallah, was the new imam. When he died, only a few weeks after his father,
most instead accepted his brother Miisi as imam with the sobriquet al-Kazim,
‘the reserved one’ (d. 183/799). This eventually became the Imami line of
thought, and thus al-Kazim came to be regarded as the seventh imam by this
group. The theological rationale behind this choice was the doctrine of bada’,
which we first encountered when discussing the Kaysaniyya in Chapter 9 and
which held that God could alter His own decisions in accordance with chang-
ing historical circumstances. In this case, it was said, God changed His first
choice of Ismi‘il because of his death and substituted Misa.** Following the
death of Ja‘far al-Sadiq, several rebellions occurred in the second half of the
second/eighth century, many with Zaydi overtones, which made the Abbasid
rulers increasingly suspicious of all Shi‘ites, with the result that the caliph even-
tually imprisoned Misi and, according to some sources, had him murdered by
poisoning.”* Around the turn of the third/ninth century, a network of agents
(wakils) for collecting funds for the Imami Shi‘ite community was established.
Though their primary function was to gather money, these agents also func-

tioned as links between the later imams and the community.*

* Crone, Political Thought, 197.

» Daftary, The Isma ilis, 137-255; Haider, Shi% Islam, 127-31.

3 Haider, Shi¢ Islam, 93—-4.

3 Modarressi, Crisis, 54—60; Newman, Twelver Shiism, 25—6; Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi % Islam,
32-3.

On the development of the network of wakils in the third/ninth century, see Hayes, Agents,
28-41.
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At the death of Musi al-Kazim, the Shi‘ite community was divided once
again as to who was his legitimate successor — or, indeed, whether he had a suc-
cessor. One group believed that Miisa had been the last imam, either because
he had died or because he still lived in occultation, and was the ga%m who
would return — from death or from his occultation — and set things right.
Others favoured his son Ahmad as the new imam, but when Ahmad was
appointed governor of Kufa by the Abbasids, most pledged their loyalty to
his brother “Ali, who as the eighth Twelver imam is known by the sobriquet
al-Rida, ‘the Chosen One’ (d. 203/818). Of all the imams in the Imami geneal-
ogy after the death of al-Husayn at Karbala, ‘Ali b. Masi was the only one who
was politically involved, because the Abbasid caliph al-Ma’man in 201/817
appointed ‘Ali al-Rida his successor. One of several reasons for this unexpected
step by the caliph was probably his wish to ease the mood of the Shi‘ites, who
had recently created a lot of trouble through various insurrections in Iraq. Yet
the appointment outraged both the Abbasid family and many Shi‘ites. The
imam accepted the designation, perhaps hesitantly, and the caliph was saved
from further embarrassment by “Ali al-Rida’s death a few months later.® Still,
al-Ma’man and his immediate successors were relatively lenient towards the
Shi‘ites.

It seems that Muhammad, the son of “Ali al-Rida, was generally accepted
as imam by the Imami community, and he came to receive the sobriquet
al-Jawad, ‘the generous’ (d. 220/835). But the problem of what an imam really
was made painfully real, as Muhammad was only around seven years old when
his father died. In human terms, he could not possibly have had the legal and
theological knowledge required by an imam, who was supposed to lead his
subjects. The solution eventually accepted by the great majority of Imamis,

Modarressi writes, was that

one could be given the perfect knowledge of the shari‘a and be appointed by
God as the Imam even as a child in much the same way that Christ and John

the Baptist were, according to the Qur’an, prophets from their childhood.**

33 For discussions and explanations from various perspectives of al-Ma’min’s move and “‘Ali al-Rida’s
response, see e.g. Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 63—4; Crone, Political Thought, 93; Newman,
Formative Period, 2—4; Twelver Shiism, 26-7; Kennedy, Prophet, 138-9.

3% Modarressi, Crisis, 33, referring to Qur. 19:12, 29-30.



THE CONTEST OVER THE IMAMS IN EARLY SHI'ISM | 195

This idea was an important step in promoting the image of the imam as a
cosmic figure in possession of ‘the divine light’, and not just an eminent
scholar or a political leader as many Shi‘ites had perceived him to be (and
which continued to be the Zaydi position). Al-Jawad was only twenty-five at
his death, and his son “Ali, called al-Hadi, ‘the guide’ (d. 254/868), was also
under-age when he succeeded his father. In his lifetime, the Abbasid caliph
al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-61) came to power, and began pursuing a fiercely anti-
Shiite policy. As we will see in Chapter 11, he had the grave of al-Husayn
at Karbala demolished, and he confined imam al-Hadi to house arrest in the
new capital and military camp, Samarra. Al-Had?’s son, the eleventh imam,
al-Hasan (d. 260/874), was also kept in confinement at Samarra, and thus was
called al-‘Askari, ‘of the military’.

These two factors — the young age of the ninth and the tenth imams,
together with the imprisonment of the tenth and the eleventh — made it dif-
ficult for the Shi‘ite community to keep contact with their imams and had
the effect of increasing the importance of the religious scholars, as well as the

wakils, the network of financial agents of the imams mentioned above.*
Esoteric Theology

Before moving on to the third major historical event that contributed to the
formation of Shi‘ism, it is necessary to step back a little and look at the develop-
ment of Shi‘ite esoteric theology during the second/eighth and early third/
ninth centuries. A rudimentary grasp of this kind of theology is necessary
for an understanding not only of the image of the imam as a figure elevated
far above ordinary humanity, but also of the world-view of Imami Shi‘ism,
which is the main driving force for the development of the Karbala story into
a foundational myth. I base this section on the research of Mohammad Ali
Amir-Moezzi, one of the contemporary scholars who have delved the deepest

into the esoteric theology of early Shi‘ism.** The main sources for his argument

¥ Crone, Political Thought, 116; Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi% Islam, 34-5. On the period of the
last three ‘historical’ imams, see Hayes, Agents, 42-51.

3 While details of Amir-Moezzi’s research have at times been criticised (see below), as far as I am
aware, his general methodology has only been critically assessed by K. D. Crow (‘Shi’i Spirituality’),
a critique which prompted Amir-Moezzi to reply in his brief article ‘On Spirituality’, his most
thorough methodological statement so far. See also Gleave, ‘Recent Research’ for a comparison
between different modes of conducting research on this subject.
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are the collections of Shi‘ite hadiths from the late third/ninth and early fourth/
tenth centuries that will be discussed below. He argues, however, that the ideas
expressed there are much earlier.?”

Shi‘ite esoteric theology, Amir-Moezzi argues, began to develop around
the time of the imams al-Bagjir and al-Sadiq, with the appropriation and adap-
tation of similar ideas from various religious traditions in Late Antiquity.*® In
Chapter 4, I presented a short overview of early Shi‘ite cosmology, with special
reference to the concept of the divine covenant. There we saw that, according
to the esoteric theology of the imams, the creation of human beings came
about in stages, each new phase less subtle and more material than the previ-
ous one. From the very beginning, humanity is seen as divided between those
who have pledged their walaya to the Prophet and the imams and those who
have not; this division in turn is a consequence of the primeval cosmic conflict
between the good and the evil powers of the universe. Amir-Moezzi uses the

metaphor of a horizontal axis, which

articulates the fight between two dualistic views of the world - illustrated by
two opposing poles, imam and enemy, intelligence and ignorance, people of
the right and people of the left, imams of justice and imams of violence — and
it thus encapsulates the universal and perpetual struggle between the armies

of supreme intelligence and ignorance.”

There is, however, also another kind of duality which is central in early
Shi‘ite theology, Amir-Moezzi argues: the duality between the manifest (z2h:r)
and the hidden (b4tin). Thus, according to the sources, on one level, God is
hidden and unknowable, but on another level, He reveals Himself. The fore-
most of all divine manifestations is the cosmic Imam (with capital T’), and
knowledge of him is true knowledge of what can be known about God.*’ As
with God, the Imam has a hidden and a manifestlevel: the cosmic, metaphysical

Imam and the historical imams, respectively. On the ‘historical’level, the imams

7 Amir-Moezzi, ‘On Spirituality’, 111-12. Here, Amir-Moezzi bases his argument on previous
scholarship without providing any detailed references. See also the discussion on the sources for
the dualist Shi‘ite cosmology in Chapter 4 above.

For a thorough study that supports the argument for a pre-Islamic origin of the esoteric theology,
see Asatryan and Burns, ‘Ghulat’.

" Amir-Moezzi, ‘Early Shi'T Theology’, 88.

" On this notion, see Amir-Moezzi, Spirituality, Ch. 3.
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and the prophets represent the hidden and apparent aspects, respectively. The
prophets’ mission is to preach the word of God to everyone, but each prophet
throughout the history of humanity, from Adam to Muhammad, has been
accompanied by one or more imams whose mission it is to disclose and explain
the esoteric meaning of the divine Word that the prophets proclaim. Hence,
there exists also within the revelation itself a manifest and a hidden level, the
former proclaimed by the prophets and available to everyone, and the latter
only capable of being apprehended through the hermeneutical interpretation

(ta’wil) that the imams disclose to their initiate disciples:

Thus, the prophet is said to be the messenger of the ‘exoteric religion’ — zslam
in the terminology of Shiism. At the same time, the imam or wal7 is the
messenger of the esoteric religion, the initiator of the secret spiritual religion,

iman.!

Amir-Moezzi illustrates this duality with a vertical axis on which the lower
pole represents the manifest aspects of religion and the upper pole the esoteric
ones which are only reached through ascent from one lower level of knowl-
edge to the next, through initiation by the imams and their secret teachings.
The initiate is of course prohibited from disclosing the secret teachings of the
imams; in situations of distress, the practice of zagiyya, ‘preserving the secret’,
must be maintained.

As we will see below, from the fourth/tenth century onwards, a ration-
alist theology gradually came to prevail over the non-rational, esoteric trend.
Biographies of the imams and heresiographers from this time onward refer to
Shi‘ites who entertained such esoteric ideas as ghulat (sg. ghalin), ‘extremists’,
and they make a clear distinction between ghulsw, ‘extremism’, and moderate
Shi‘ism.** Modern scholars, however, differ in their opinions on how to under-

stand the position of these ideas in early Shi‘ism. Some adhere to the division

' Amir-Moezzi, ‘Early ShiT Theology’, 86.

“ A term which roughly corresponds to ghulat is mufawwida, ‘delegationists’, in that they argued
that God had delegated certain powers to the imams. Other terms are also used to describe more
or less ‘extreme’ positions regarding the imam. Adherents of the opposite position, which does not
ascribe supernatural qualities to the imams, are called mugassira, ‘shortcomers’. All these designa-
tions are of course nicknames given by opponents of the various groups. On the problems when
they are used in modern academic studies and the difficulty in finding alternative terms, see Hayes,
‘Review of Controversies’, S18.
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of the heresiographies. Thus, Wilferd Madelung argues that ‘[t]he ghulat came
to form a permanent wing in the Imamiyya, but always remained ideologically
separate from the moderate main body’.* Others maintain that there were
originally no strict boundaries between ghulat and moderate Imamis. In fact
several scholars, including Amir-Moezzi in many of his works, maintain that the
imams themselves entertained and taught these doctrines. Amir-Moezzi argues
that the hadiths of the imams contain numerous traditions with a content that
was not supposed to be known except to a small, initiated group of people. He
identifies several circles of increasingly esoteric instruction centred around the
imams. In the case of Ja‘far al-$adiq, eminent proto-Sunni theologians such as
Abt Hanifa and Mailik b. Anas (eponymous founders of two of the Sunni law
schools), among others, occupied an outer circle of disciples who were taught
matters of general Islamic law. Great Shi‘ite theologians such as Hisham b.
al-Hakam were in an intermediate circle, while only the closest initiates, such as
Abu al-Khattab, were allowed into the innermost circle, where Shi‘ite theology
and cosmology was communicated of a kind that was not supposed to be spread
beyond that circle.** So, according to Amir-Moezzi, what are generally regarded
as the imams’ interdictions against ‘extreme’ thoughts and their curses against

the disciples who publicly expressed them have been misunderstood. In reality,

the imam’s curse, when sincere and not a strategic manoeuvre, was not due
to what the followers said, but because they said it, in other words, because
they betrayed the rule, standard for all esoteric traditions of an initiatory
nature, namely to dissimulate or keep the secret (tagiyya, kitman, kbab’).
[...]

The distinction between ‘moderate’ and ‘extremist’ Shi‘ism appears to be
artificial in terms of the early period unless one considers the imams them-
selves to be ‘extremist’, which would be at odds with the entire corpus and

their sayings.*

“ Madelung, “Theology: Introduction’, 458, and see also his ‘Early Imami Theology as Reflected in
the Kitab al-kafi of al-Kulaynt'. Crone (Political Thought, 80-4, 112-18) and Modarressi (Crisis,
9-10, 35-7) make the same distinction, but cf. Asatryan’s critique of Modarressi’s position in
Controversies, 48-9,n. 21.

4 Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi% Islam, 30-1.

* Amir-Moezzi, Spirituality, 219-20, italics in the original. His article ‘Les Imams’ is entirely devoted
to this issue. For a similar opinion, see Asatryan, Controversies, esp. Ch. 2.
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Amir-Moezzi furthermore argues that, though the imams themselves also used
the concept of ghulat, it had a much more limited meaning for them than for
the later heresiographers. The imams used this term to indicate people who
shared their esoteric world-view, but who interpreted this to mean that they
did not need to observe the law. Some of these regarded the law as unnecessary
for those who had attained the esoteric level of knowledge; others thought
religious duties and prohibitions to be code words standing for the imams
and their enemies respectively.* The imams reacted strongly against such atti-
tudes. Thus, according to them, it was antinomianism that constituted the real
extremism, not belief in the divinity of the imam and other esoteric doctrines.*

Only in the fourth/tenth century, with the increasing influence of ration-
alist theology and the need to accommodate to society at large, were such ideas
moved to the sectarian garbage bin. At this point it was claimed that they had
never been part of the ideology of the imams and their moderate compan-
ions.* However, in spite of this later denunciation of the esoteric theology, it
is important in that much of it was incorporated in later Imami Shi‘ism, as we

will see below.
The Occultation of the Twelfth Imam

To return once more to the historical overview. The third and final historical
event of fundamental importance for the shaping of Shiism — in this case,
the Imami or Twelver branch — was the crisis that followed the demise of the
eleventh imam, al-Hasan al-‘Askari, in 260/874. The predicament was so dire
that the Shi‘ite literature of the period calls this era a/-hayra, ‘the Perplexity’ or
‘the Confusion’.* The death of al-‘Askari was unexpected, as he was still quite
young (probably in his late twenties®), and he apparently died without leaving
a son to succeed him. How was one to deal with this difficult situation? Many

% Dakake, Charismatic Community, 129-30. (Dakake does not share Amir-Moezzi’s view about the
ghulat, however.) See also Asatryan, Controversies, 157-61; Asatryan, “Wine’.

47 Amir-Moezzi, ‘Les Imams’.

8 Amir-Moezzi forcefully argues along these lines in many of his works. See e.g. the articles reprinted
in Spirituality, esp. 216-23; ‘Les Imams’. See also Asatryan, Controversies, 163-6.

# For this term and its periodisation, see Hayes, Agents, 80, n. 1. The following section is based on
Modarressi, Crisis, 77-105 and Haider, Shi7 Islam, 94-8. Hayes discusses the period from the per-
spective of the development of the institution of four deputies (see below) (Agents, 80-119). All
three treat this difficult period of Imami Shi‘ism in much greater detail with numerous references.

50 Halm, “Askarf’.
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among those who believed that al-‘Askari had died without an heir defected to
the Ismaili, and to a less extent also to the Zaydi forms of Shi‘ism. Those who
remained were fragmented into several groups. Some said that the imamate
had ended with al-“Askari; others that he had not died but lived in occultation
(¢hayba) and would return as al-ga’im, the leader of an insurrection against the
evil powers; another large group accepted his brother Ja'far as the new imam.

A minority, however, maintained that al-“Askari in fact had a son (possibly
still unborn at the time of his father’s death) whom he had appointed as the
succeeding imam. This, even though the presumed new imam was a minor,
was the line of thought that ultimately prevailed. The boy’s name was said to
be Muhammad; as the twelfth imam, he received the epithet al-Mahdi, ‘the
[divinely] guided’. It was made known that he was kept in hiding to save him
from persecution by the Abbasids, and that he could only be reached through
his deputies (safi7s). The period from the death of al-‘Askari to the death of the
fourth and last deputy in 329/941 is called the minor occultation (a/-ghayba
al-sughra). During these roughly seventy years, the deputies acted on behalf
of the imam; they collected funding for him, received questions sent him
from Believers, and returned written replies ostensibly given by him.>" After
the death of the fourth and last deputy in 329/941, the imam could not be
reached at all: now the period of the greater occultation (al-ghayba al-kubra)
commenced.

Historians of early Shi‘ism generally regard the early to mid-fourth/tenth
century as a kind of turning point for Twelver Shi‘ism. The disappearance of
the twelfth imam caused great confusion among the Shi‘ites, as we have seen.
The gravity of the situation is well-described by Modarressi when he writes:

Numerous references in the reports attest to a universal uncertainty about
this question and to widespread conversions from the “True Doctrine’. Some
reports even suggest that the greater portion of the [Imami] community con-
verted during these periods of uncertainty, as they quote earlier Imams as
predicting that the majority (according to some, up to two-thirds) of those
who followed the truth would turn to other doctrines. The reports also

speak of severe hostility and mistrust among the Shi‘ites ...>>

°!' On this period, see Newman, Formative Period, Ch. 2, and Hayes, Agents, Chs 4-6.
52 Modarressi, Crisis, 98.
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These problems were one of the main factors in the compilation of a number
of works on hadiths of the imams, about the nature of the imamship and the
occultation, as well as on matters of law and other aspects of theology — all
of great import because the Believers themselves could not get in touch with
the imam. Thus, throughout the century, important works were assembled
by scholars, most of whom had their bases in the Shi‘ite centres of Qom
and Rayy in Iran. Some of the most prominent among these were Ahmad
b. Muhammad al-Barqi (d. c. 280/894), al-Saftar al-Qummi (d. 290/902-3),
Muhammad b. Ya‘qab al-Kulayni (d. 329/940), Ibn Abi Zaynab al-Nu‘mani
(d. 360/970-1), Ibn Qaluwayh (d. c. 369/979-80) and Ibn Babawayh (or
Babuaye, d. 381/991-2).* Many works by these scholars contained hadiths on
various subjects, while others were collections of traditions on specific themes,
such as al-Nu‘mant’s Kitab al-ghayba (“The Book of the Occultation’) and
Kamil al-ziyarat (“The Complete Book of the Pilgrimages [to the Tombs of
the Imams]’) by Ibn Qaluwayh. These works, especially the earlier ones but to
some extent also the later, mainly adhered to the old ‘gnostic, initiatory, and
mystical doctrines’ discussed above.>*

The efforts of the traditionists who compiled these works, as well as the
scholars who interpreted and commented on them, were fruitful. In the dec-
ades following the death of al-‘Askari and throughout the fourth/tenth cen-
tury, they resulted in the consolidation of an Imami Shi‘ite identity. Two ideas
that had old roots soon gained strength, and eventually were firmly established:
the first, that the number of imams was set at twelve; the second, that the world
is in constant need of an imam, or it will immediately perish. Together, these
two notions paved the way for the idea that the twelfth imam is alive and lives in
occultation, and the name Twelvers began to be used as a synonym for Imamis.*

Yet in many respects the theological tradition of the hadith compilations
now became contested. The old traditions about the esoteric—exoteric duality
discussed above — probably the dominant theology at least since the first half
of the second/eighth century — were now strongly opposed by the rationalist

>3 On these scholars, see Newman, Formative Period; Twelver Shiism, Chs 2-3.

>* Besides references given above, see also Newman, Formative Period, 97-8.

5> This summary draws on Haider, Shi7 Islam, 97. For more comprehensive discussions of this theo-
logical development, see Kohlberg, ‘From Imamiyya to Ithna-‘Ashariyya’; Amir-Moezzi, Divine
Guide, 99-105; Newman, Twelver Shiism, 36-60.
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Shi‘ite theology. The latter was influenced by rationalist currents in non-Shi‘ite
forms of Islam, and gained strength in Baghdad at this time. The rationalist
trend in Shi‘ism was not new, but had previously been overshadowed by the
traditional views; now, as the rationalist influence increased, the old tradition
was regarded as ‘deviant and heretical’; furthermore, in contrast to the political
quietism of the older theology, the new rationalism actively sought to engage in
the politics of the state.** Once the Shi‘ite Buyid dynasty had established their
power over the Abbasid caliphate with the conquest of Baghdad in 334/945
and allowed Shi‘ite theology, legal sciences and ritual practices to develop,
the political situation in fact turned in favour of the Shi‘ites.”” The reaction
from the non-Shi‘ites was not long in coming. Riots between Shi‘ites and non-
Shi‘ites were frequent, and as the power of the Buyids began to decline in
the first decades of the fifth/eleventh century, the Abbasid caliph al-Qadir
(r. 381-421/991-1031) took a definite stand against the Shi‘ites. He made
the veneration of the companions of the Prophet and of the first four caliphs
obligatory for all Muslims. This, according to Hugh Kennedy, marks the first
explicit and positive definition of Sunnism:

Hitherto, the supporters of the Sunna had largely been defined by their
opposition to the claims of the Twelver Shifs; now, there was a body of
positive belief which had to be accepted by anyone claiming to be a Sunni.
Like the Twelver doctrines developed during the previous century, it was
exclusive; the acceptance of the veneration of the first four caliphs meant
rejecting the claims of the Twelvers that “Ali had been unjustly deprived of
the caliphate. It was no longer possible to be simply a Muslim; one was either

a Sunni or a Shii [szc].>®

Altogether, the Buyids were in power for about one century before the advent
to power of the Sunni Seljuk dynasty — but that is beyond the scope of the
present study.>’

¢ Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi'7 Islam, 106-7.

57 A survey of the Buyids is provided by Kennedy, Prophet, Ch. 9. See also Baker, Sectarianism, for a
slightly different interpretation of religio-political events and their consequences.

Kennedy, Prophet, 229. But cf. Baker, Sectarianism, who de-emphasises the idea of the Buyid
period as one of sectarian conflicts.

> On the Seljuks, see Hodgson, Venture, vol. II, 42-55, and see Index.
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But in spite of the dominance of the rationalist theology from the end
of the fourth/tenth century, old ideas and traditions continued to live. In an
article focusing on the theological reorientation regarding the then-current
notion of the ghayba, Said Amir Arjomand writes that

theological rationalization is imposed on a nonrational — in this case,
chiliastic — layer of belief. The superimposed rational layer contains the older
one in both the senses of preserving it and placing it in quarantine. But both

layers continue to coexist.®’

Besides, there were always pockets of traditionalists who refused to accept
rationalist methods and ideas, and at times the influence of these groups
increased.® Thus, while the struggle between traditional and rationalist theol-
ogies endured, much of the basic thinking of the pre-ghayba era has continued
to live until this day, though often under different guises. The hierarchical eso-
teric notion of revelation and knowledge is certainly found in contemporary
theology, butit is perhaps the good—evil dualism that is most obvious, as can be

seen in modern-day Iranian revolutionary and post-revolutionary discourse.**
Conclusion: The Search for a Myth

The history of Shi‘ism before the occultation, as we have seen, is complex and
at times confused — just like the history of non-Shi‘ite Islam during the same
time. Groups gather and split up, individuals change their loyalties, and ideas
and institutions are formed and abandoned. In short, what we see here is a pro-
cess of social formation in which the Shi‘ites were trying to figure out what it
meant to be loyal to the family of the Prophet. The foregoing survey has made
clear, however, that this struggle did not result in the formation of one single
Shi‘ite identity, but rather of several, and that, in the ever-new circumstances
brought about by the religio-political turmoil, these identities kept changing.
One problem for the study of history so far back in time is that we seldom
get a glimpse of how ‘ordinary people’ perceived their situation. This is true

also of Shi‘ism in the second to fourth/eighth to tenth centuries. There are

% Arjomand, ‘Consolation of Theology’, 568.

¢ See e.g. Newman, Twelver Shiism, Ch. 5.

¢ On modern Shifite esoterism, see e.g. Enayat, Political Thought, 21-3; on the cosmic struggle
between good and evil in modern Iran, see e.g. Amanat, Apocalyptic Islam, Chs 2 and 9.
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very few, if any, sources that reveal why people in general joined this group
rather than that, or how they understood ideas and doctrines pronounced
by their religious leaders, whether these leaders were the imams themselves or
their disciples. What we have is the statements of these leaders, often in very
cryptic forms which must have been totally incomprehensible to most of their
subjects, and which, furthermore, were to a large extent reserved only for the
initiated elite.

On a more general level, Jack Tannous has brilliantly argued that the abso-
lute majority of the population in the region that is today called the Middle
East were illiterate in Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages — though the
rate of literacy must have been slightly higher in the cities than in the country-
side. Even fewer were what he calls ‘theologically literate’, that is, having an
understanding of the theological content of the religious tradition to which
they belonged and to some extent being able to participate in discussions about
it.* Tannous works mainly with the Christian population, but he touches on
early Islam as well, and his conclusions are, mutatis mutandsis, true also of the
Shi‘ite population at the time. To be sure, early Islamic theological culture was
to a large extent oral and aural; poems, books and various traditions — such
as hadiths — were often transmitted by recitation and hearing rather than by
reading.**

Through his studies of hadiths, their transmission and the derivation of
legal rulings through them, Najam Haider has demonstrated that there was
a clear Imami Shi‘ite identity in relation to non-Shi‘ite and Zaydi forms of
Islam already at the beginning of the second/eighth century, at least in Kufa.®
Doubtless, one way for the body of ordinary people to manifest their loyalty
to the ‘Alids was to follow the injunctions of the imams and their close dis-
ciples. As I have mentioned in Chapter 2, behaviour — ritual and other — is a
very strong marker of identity; yet performance does not suffice to maintain
a viable identity in the long run. A narrative which places the Believers in a
context, explains the world to them and gives their behaviour meaning — in

other words, a myth — is also necessary. On the rare occasions on which the

¢ Tannous, Making, Ch. 1, and see Index s.v. ‘literacy’.
¢ Schoeler, Genesis.
© Haider, Origins, Ch. 9, which is a summary of the results of his study throughout the book.
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concept of myth has been applied in research on early Shi‘ism, as we saw in
Chapter 2, it has mainly been used for narratives dealing with humanity from
a pre- or post-historical perspective and limited to creation myths and escha-
tological myths.® Moreover, these myths are found only in fragmented form,
often deliberately dispersed in the collections of hadiths in order to make them
difficult to retrieve, so as to conceal their esoteric content from all but the
initiated ‘inner circle’ of the imams, as Amir-Moezzi argues.” Hence, it must
be assumed that the hadiths themselves, as well as their esoteric content, were
inaccessible to ‘ordinary people’.

Instead, I would suggest (perhaps unsurprisingly) that what helped dis-
seminate a Shi‘ite world-view to people who were not among the closest initi-
ates were stories — stories narrated by preachers and professional storytellers,*
who were able to expound them and make them meaningful to people in the
context in which they lived. I furthermore suggest that it is possible to see the
turbulent situation during the first three or four centuries of Shi‘ite history,
including the so-called hayra, the ‘perplexity’ that followed the death of the
eleventh imam, as a contest over narratives. At the bottom of all this, and
common to them all, was of course loyalty to the family of the Prophet, the
assertion of ‘Alf’s right to succeed the Prophet, and the idea that all those
who had not accepted that order were guilty of betrayal. This basic myth was
moulded and adapted to suit the various political, social and economic cir-
cumstances in which Shi‘ites lived. It became the various stories of Zaydism,
Ismailism and, eventually, Twelver Shi‘ism. Among Imamis, then, the narrative
of the twelve imams, the occultation of al-Mahdi and his return as the g2’im
finally prevailed and became the founding myth of the movement. In this nar-
rative, the imams and their dealings are moved outside human history in the
sense that their historical lives are given cosmological significance. Thus, the
stories about the imams are neither strictly pre- nor post-historical but extra-
historical. This can be seen in the biographical collections of hadiths about the
twelve imams, the first of which were probably compiled in the first decades

¢ Dakake, Charismatic Community, see Index s.v. ‘creation myths’; Vilozny, Constructing a World
View, Ch. 2.

¢ Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 5—6; Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi 7 Islam, 12-13.

¢ The Arabic term is gussds, sg. qdss.
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of the fourth/tenth century, studied by Matthew Pierce.®” Pierce argues that
‘there is good reason to resist the urge to cast these works as either “scholarly”
(thus elite, and read by a few) or “popular” (and therefore widespread among
the masses)’.”* The narratives about the imams were an important factor in the
building of Twelver Shi‘ite identity; Pierce writes, further, that ‘[t]welver
Shi‘ism coalesced around these shared stories, and the systems of meaning
embedded have continued ramifications in Shi‘a communities today’.”

Still, we must remember that stories about the imams existed long before
the biographies of the Twelve. One of these is the story of the killing of
al-Husayn at Karbala, which has been the main study of this book. To this
story, and to the developing image of the imam himself, I will return in the

following chapter.

@ Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men, 19-25.
70 Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men, 39.
7 Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men, 41.



11

Al-Husayn among the Imams

Introduction

I n the previous two chapters we saw how the Imami image of the imam devel-
oped from the movement of al-Mukhtar and the Kaysaniyya in the late first/
seventh and early second/eighth centuries to the consolidation of the T'welver
branch of Shi‘ism after the occultation in the fourth/tenth century. For the
Kaysaniyya (or at least some of them), there were four imams: ‘Ali and his
three sons. Many of them thought that of these four, Ibn al-Hanafiyya, the
last, was not dead, but had gone into occultation, to return one day as leader of
a revolution against evil. It was also with the Kaysaniyya that some important
theological concepts first saw the light which were later to be developed and
become integrated in mainstream Shi‘ite theology.

Although all Shi‘ites agreed that ‘Al had been the rightful successor of
the Prophet as the leader (7m4m) of the community, they came to differ on
how this legacy was passed on after the death of “Ali, to whom, and what the
role and function of this leader were. Soon — to simplify matters a little — three
views of the role and function of the imam developed. On the one hand, the
imam was seen as the political leader, alive and active among his followers, who
could lead the faithful in revolution against the rulers when necessary. This
was basically the position of the Zaydis; to them, the lineage of the imam was
of secondary importance, so long as he descended from ‘Ali. A second idea,
held by, among others, the Ismailis, was an imam of a more esoteric, but still
politically active nature, whose imamship was bequeathed from father to son.
This imam was the manifestation of a cosmic principle and was also a political
leader to his subjects. The third notion was held by the Imamis, the branch

of Shi‘ism that is the main concern of the present study. Their imam was the

207
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legal expert who did not engage in politics after the Karbala tragedy, but whose
mission was to explain the true, but hidden meaning of the divine Word and
lead his followers on the right path. To be capable of having this function, the
imam must necessarily be shielded from the possibility of committing any kind
of mistake. The imamate, including the esoteric knowledge that it involved,
was passed down from father to son; the previous imam had to appoint his
successor. On a deeper level, to which only the initiated adherent had access,
this last kind of imam was a manifestation of the cosmic Imam, the supreme
intellect of divine order without whom the world would immediately perish.
Between him and his followers on the one hand, and the cosmic principle
of ignorance with its armies on the other, there is a great and constant battle
going on. The twelfth imam, the Mahdi or the 44%m, remains in occultation,
but one day will return and, together with his faithful, defeat the evil powers
of the universe.

The question that will be discussed in this chapter is the role that
al-Husayn and the story of the Karbala tragedy played in this development.
Like Chapter 10, this chapter primarily builds on previous research. The pur-
pose is not to give a complete description of the development of the Karbala
story, but rather to highlight a few factors in the process of its mythification.
Each of these factors needs to be further discussed and developed in future

studies, which, however, I leave for others to conduct.
Textual and Oral Transmission of the Karbala Story

Although most of the written accounts of the Karbala affair are lost to us, it is
evident that several such texts did exist and circulated in the latter half of the
second/eighth and the third/ninth century. These texts were originally lecture
notes written down by teachers and transmitted by them or by their students
(what Gregor Schoeler and others call hypomnémata, as opposed to ‘pub-
lished’ books, syngrammata)." As we saw in Chapter 2, many of these were
later incorporated as sections of larger works of history or prosopography (for

example al-Baladhuti’s Ansib al-Ashraf and Ibn Sa'd’s Kitab al-Tabagar),”

! Schoeler, Genesis, 21 and Index s.vv. ‘hypomnéma’ and ‘syngramma’; The Oral and the Written,
46. See also Glinther, ‘Magatil Literature’, 197-9 for a slightly more detailed categorisation.
? Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 11, 334-43; vol. I1I, 368-426; Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, vol. V1, 421-60.
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and it is mainly fragments that are preserved within compositions like the
larger historical works. From what is available to us, it seems that the fragments
of the Karbala accounts are predominantly based on Aba Mikhnaf’s version.
In the previous chapter, we saw that the majority of the population in
the region were illiterate. Thus, it is unlikely that many Shi‘ites were able to
read these accounts of the Karbala drama. Quite apart from the widespread
illiteracy, the texts would have been hard to get hold of. Books were of course
copied by hand, and thus existed in very limited numbers and were expen-
sive. Nonetheless, as we will see throughout this chapter, the Karbala story
was obviously well-known to Shi‘ites in general. The credit for spreading the
knowledge about al-Husayn’s death must be given to the more or less pro-
fessional storytellers and preachers,® and the mourners,* all of whom were
active in mosques and sacred sites, at gatherings in homes and at various other
important events.’ So, for example, we read in the story of the Tawwaban that
they brought with them three storytellers, whose role was to incite and inspire
the fighters, presumably by telling the story of al-Husayn in an emotional
way.¢ There is, of course, no way of establishing the historicity of this, but
whether it is true or not, the idea was there that relating the tragic story would
stir the fighters to braver deeds. Another example of the Karbala story being
retold is found in a hadith ascribed to the sixth imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq, related
by Ibn Quluwayh in his Kamil al-ziyarat (see below). Here, the imam talks
to one of his followers about the merits of visiting the grave of al-Husayn,
and describes how pilgrims at the grave meet reciters, storytellers, wailers, and
reciters of elegies.” As Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi has indicated, however,
the imams frowned on the storytellers because they did not control the quality
of the hadiths as strictly as they thought necessary.® Still, in my view it is safe

* In Arabic gussas, sg. qass.

In Arabic naihin, sg. na’ih.

On the various functions and political importance of storytelling (gasas), see Pellat, ‘Kass’;
Athamina, ‘Al-Qasas’. On the mourners, see Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 153—4.

Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 559.

‘.. fa-min bayna qari’in yaqra’n wa-qassin yaqussu wa-nadibin yandubu wa-qa’ilin yaqilu
al-marath? (Ibn Qaluwayh, Kamil, 539).

Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 25. This critique, however, mainly concerns the transmission of had-
iths. It was probably a different thing when it came to the stories of the imams. The imams, fur-
thermore, were by no means the only ones who criticised the gzssas (Pedersen, ‘Criticism’; Berkey,
Popular Preaching, 22-35).
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to assume that they had an important function in transmitting the story of
the death of al-Husayn to the illiterate majority of the people. The problem,
of course, is that we cannot know what the oral performances of the Karbala
story were like in these days. What did the storytellers say, and how did they say
it? How did their versions of the story conform to the early and later written
versions? And so on.

Nevertheless, we can be sure that there was a constant mutual influence
between the oral and the written versions, then as today.” In fact, although I
have not analysed the earliest versions of the Karbala story from this perspec-
tive, even a cursory reading reveals clear traces of the kind of adaptations that
go on in the process of oral transmission even between the three versions of
Abu Ja'far, Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin and Aba Mikhnaf, analysed in Chapter 3.
Such traces are found both between the two short versions and, especially,
between those two and the long one by Aba Mikhnaf. In her famous study
on the creation of the story about the Prophet Muhammad, Meccan Trade
and the Rise of Islam, Patricia Crone indicated three characteristics of orality
that shine through in the written tradition and that can be applied to the
transmission of the Karbala story as well:'’ (1) contradictions (in the case of
the Karbala story, for example, the temporal and spatial location of Muslim
b. “Aqil’s fight, the role and function of al-Hurr, and the poking with a cane
in the mouth of al-Husayn’s severed head);" (2) ‘the tendency for apparently
independent accounts to collapse into variations on a common theme’** (thus,
all the accounts of al-Husayn distributing water to his adversaries while they,
by contrast, stop him and his followers from getting water can be said to
belong to a common theme of distributing and withholding water in Aba
Mikhnaf’s account, a theme which has important theological implications);"
(3) the addition of details and information (the extremely detailed account
of the battle itself and of the killing of al-Husayn that Aba Mikhnaf gives, as

compared to the laconic descriptions of the two shorter ones, is perhaps the

? Recentscholarship on oral transmission has established that such transmission, in order to be faith-
ful to the tradition, needs a textual basis. See Shoemaker, Creating the Qurian, 180-7, and Index
s.ov. ‘oral cultures’ and ‘oral tradition’.

10 Crone, Meccan Trade, 217-24. See also Kelber, Oral, 64-80.

' Ayoub (Redemptive Suffering, 125) mentions the same characteristic in later Shi‘ite hadiths.
2 Crone, Meccan Trade, 219.

3 On this theme, see Hylén, ‘Husayn, the Mediator’, 176-84 and passim.
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prime example). The biblical scholar Werner Kelber gives another list of traits
of oral transmission when he writes: ‘Oral usability prompts the linguistic
conduct that prefers type over character, action over tranquillity, extrava-
gance over ordinariness, confrontation over harmony, and formularity over
fortuity.”** Most, if not all, of these features can be found in the early accounts
of the Karbala event.”

That the Karbala story was well-known can also be gathered from the
character of the two early collection of hadiths about the twelve imams, the
Ithbat al-wasiyya (‘Establishment of the Inheritance’), attributed to al-Mas‘adi
(d. 345/956),' and Dala’il al-imama (‘Proofs of the Imamate’), ascribed to
al-Tabari ‘the lesser’ (d. 310/923)."” While the accounts about al-Husayn in
these biographies are relatively brief, they often allude to the fuller story and
seem to presuppose that it is already known to readers. Thus, the first tradition
in which al-Husayn’s journey to Iraq is mentioned in the /thbat al-wasiyya

begins:

When al-Husayn decided to leave for Iraq — after the people of Kufa had
written to him, and he had sent Muslim b. ‘Aqil in advance and his affair
turned out the way it did"® — and he intended to go, Umm Salama sent a

message to him, ‘T admonish you by God, my master, not to leave.”””

There then follows a conversation between Umm Salama (a former wife of the
Prophet Muhammad®) and al-Husayn, where she tells him that the Prophet
predicted his death in Iraq and has given her asmall container of soil. Al-Husayn
miraculously shows her his future grave, and Umm Salama mixes the soil she
has received from the Prophet with that of the grave. This conversation is not

4 Kelber, Oral, 71.

> The search for traces of oral transmission in Aba Mikhnaf’s version of the Karbala story, as well as
other stories in early Islamic historiography, is to my knowledge an almost totally neglected field of
research. Here, I think, historians of early Islam have a lot to learn from New Testament studies.

16 Al-Mas‘adi, Jthbat (the chapter about al-Husayn is found on pp. 164-9).

Al-Tabari, Dala’l (the chapter about al-Husayn is found on pp. 71-9). Note that, despite their

common names and even dates of death, this al-TabarT is not the same as the famous historian and

Qur’an commentator that I have used as a source in the previous chapters in this book. See Pierce,

Twelve Infallible Men, 23-5.

‘... wa-kana min amribi ma kana’.

Y Al-Mas‘adi, /thbat, 165.

* On her, see Roded, ‘Umm Salama Hind’; Dakake, Charismatic Community, 216.
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mentioned in the old versions of the story analysed in Chapter 3, and it must
be a rather late addition to the story (again, pointing to parallel oral and writ-
ten transmission). What is most interesting in the present context, however,
is that the reader (or listener) is supposed to know the basic plot of the story.
With the exception of this hadith, the letters from the Kufans to al-Husayn
and Muslim’s fatal journey to Kufa are not mentioned in the account of the
Ithbat at all, yet these details are only alluded to here. Later in the account, vari-
ous episodes surrounding the battle are related, but nothing that is similar to
the narrative found in the versions analysed in Chapter 3. The same is true of
the Dala’il, which, like the Ithbat, relates several hadiths about the miraculous
deeds of al-Husayn before, during and after the battle, but very little about the
battle itself.

Thus, it is evident that readers of these two collections of hadiths knew the
Karbala story well, and that the purpose of these collections was not to relate
the drama of the killing of al-Husayn, but rather, as their titles indicate, to pro-
vide proofs that he was an imam. In other words, unlike later biographies of
the imams, the Dala’il and the Jthbat are more focused on raising al-Husayn
to a position of a sacred person with traits and powers above ordinary human-
ity than on the Karbala event. This can be seen from his miraculous deeds
and the supernatural events surrounding the battle (which are to some extent
also found in later biographies, but are less conspicuous among the details of
the longer narratives). So, for example, he has foreknowledge of his death; he
quenches the thirst of his followers by miraculously producing water from
his thumb; he alone is able to stand against, and kill, hundreds of enemies; he
declines support from the angels in the battle; and after his death, his severed
head speaks. In an interesting hadith in the /zhbat, we are told that al-Husayn,
before the battle begins, bequeaths all the esoteric knowledge that pertains
to the prophets and the imams to his son “Ali, who is to become the fourth
imam.”!

Another category of early sources which treat the Karbala story in a ref-
erential rather than narrative way, and which straddle the border between
oral and written transmission, is Shi‘ite poetry. From very early on, poetry

was composed to commemorate the tragedy of the killing of al-Husayn.

2 Al-Mas‘adi, /thbat, 168.
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This literary genre has been studied by several authors, and it is sufficient here
to point to its existence and importance for early Shi‘ite piety.”* According
to Ayoub, in most of this poetry, al-Husayn is not described as a great hero.
Rather, he writes, the imam and his family’s suffering are highlighted, as
this ‘is meant to evoke sorrow, not the spirit of heroism, in the mind of the
faithful’.* In this sense, the message and function of the poetry differs from
that of the two early hadith collections mentioned above. Ayoub furthermore
discusses poetry that raises al-Husayn to a position above ordinary humanity.
He shows that already in the second/eighth century, we can ‘discern the rapid
growth of the idea of the cosmic significance of Husayn’s death in poetry
no less than in prose’.** In the earliest poetry, the cosmic significance of his
death is mainly pictured through the grief of earth, heaven and the animals.”
But the theme went on to develop, presumably with the growth of esoteric
theology discussed in Chapter 10. Thus, the fourth/tenth-century Iraqi poet
al-Zahi (d. 352/963) wrote:

I will not forget al-Husayn at Karbala
thirsty and lonely among the enemies,

Prostrating in prayer, kissing the ground, while above him
sharp swords bowing and prostrating.

He searches for water, and though the Euphrates is close
and he can see the water, it is far from him.

O you sons of treachery, whom did you kill? By my life

you killed him through whom all existence subsists.*

* See e.g. Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 158-76; Clarke, ‘Elegy’, 13-17. Some of the poems analysed
by Ayoub belong to a later period than the one discussed in the present study. Another important
study, though not dealing exclusively with poetry about al-Husayn, is La poésie 5i%ite by Taieb
El-Acheche [al-‘Ashshash], and the collection of such poetry in his Diwan. One of several existing
collections of Shi‘ite poetry about al-Husayn from earliest times until recently is Shubbar, Adab
al-Taff.

» Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 159.

* Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 167.

» See e.g. a poem by ‘Abdallih b. ‘Awf (d. after 65/685) reconstructed by al-‘Ashshash [El-Acheche]
in his Diwdan, 259-61, particularly verses 26-8, and another by Sulayman b. Qatta in al-*‘Ashshash
[El-Achéche], Diwan, 282-5, lines 7, 7' and 14.

*¢ Shubbar, Adab al-Taff, vol. 11, 53; the last verse is based on Ayoub’s translation (Redemptive
Suffering, 168).
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In this poem, al-Husayn is not merely the suftering imam at Karbala but also,
in the last verse, a manifestation of the cosmic Imam (with capital T’).” His
death has significance for the whole universe. In the following section we will
see how this idea affected Shi‘ite eschatology at the time.*®

Final Vengeance

I have previously described Shi‘ite cosmogony as it is related in the early
sources. We saw that from the very beginning, indeed in the fundamentals of
Shi‘ite cosmology as it is pictured in the hadiths from the imams, a constant
struggle is in progress between the good and the evil powers of the universe.”
This battle will continue until the end of the world, and is historically mani-
fested in various ways. Several events in the history of Shi‘ism are examples of
this struggle, the most important being the usurping of the rightful authority
of the family of the Prophet after the latter’s death, and the Karbala tragedy.
Shi‘ite eschatology, then, must be seen in connection with its cosmogony and
with the present historical situation, as Amir-Moezzi argues.”® The Karbala
event, in other words, was not regarded as an isolated happening; rather, it
epitomised the ongoing cosmic drama, and perhaps was the culmination of the
injustices experienced by the Shi‘ites.!

The end, however, will bring revenge for the wrongs to which the true
Believers fell victim. It is not possible here to give a full picture of Shi‘ite escha-
tology; only some aspects that pertain directly to al-Husayn’s death at Karbala
will be dealt with.*” The return of the Mahdi or the g4%m who will restore

)
N

See also the similar expression already in the poem by the Kaysani poet al-Sayyid al-Himyari
(d. 173/789 or 179/795), who talked of Ibn al-Hanafiyya as the ‘pole of existence’ (gutb al-wujid)
(Diwan, 144, poem 35, line 2).

Other textual evidence of al-Husayn’s superhuman qualities is also found, as we have seen. So, for
example, his foreknowledge about his death is a common theme in the biographies and other texts.
An interesting matter is the existence of texts expressing the idea that although he died corporeally,
he did not do so in a spiritual sense. Such texts are translated and discussed by several modern schol-
ars, e.g. Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 248-9; Halm, Die islamische Gnosis, 268-74; Asatryan,
Controversies, 29-31. For other ideas about the supernatural qualities of al-FHusayn see also Crow,
‘Death’.

See above, Chapters 4 and 10.

% Amir-Moezzi, ‘Eschatology’; Spirituality, 428.

31 Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men, 56,70-3.

The following paragraphs are based on the comprehensive studies of Amir-Moezzi (esp. Divine
Guide, 115-23; ‘Eschatology’; Spirituality, 403-29) and Ayoub (Redemptive Suffering, 216-29),
where they have attempted to systematise the many, often inconsistent early traditions on the
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justice and faith is the centre of Shi‘ite eschatology. A major event at the end
is the final war between the ¢4 %m and his followers on the one hand and the
forces of evil on the other, a war in which the enemies will be utterly defeated.
An important reason for the battle is the avenging of the death of al-Husayn
and all other injustices that have befallen the true Shi‘ite Believers, and the
restoration of authority to the family of the Prophet.*® In one hadith ascribed
to imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq, depicting a scene from heaven just after the Karbala

battle, we read:

When the affair of al-Husayn turned out as it did, the angels cried loudly
before God and said, “This has been done to al-Husayn, your beloved friend
and the son of your Prophet.” Then God presented to them the shadow of
the ga’%m, and said, ‘With this one I will avenge that.”*

Here, the angels infer that God has allowed his beloved al-Husayn to be killed
unavenged; but God replies by showing the shadow (zz//) of the future ga’im
(because he is not yet born and exists only in the world of shadows at this
time®), assuring the angels that through the g42%m He will avenge al-Husayn.
Vengeance for the death of al-Husayn, who represents the whole family of
the Prophet, will strike all who did not side with him, including all Muslims
excepting a small minority who were loyal to the imams.*® As we have seen, the
fear of being counted as unfaithful and thus struck by God’s punishment was
already the driving force behind the Tawwabun’s initiative.””

A number of hadiths, furthermore, report the return to life in this world
(al-raja or al-karra) of some of the great persons from history, in many cases
including al-Husayn himself, in order to support the g4 %m in the final battle.”®
This is in some cases called ‘the special resurrection’ — in contrast to ‘the general

resurrection’ of all human beings that will occur later. One person who, it is

subject into a coherent picture. The former scholar studies early Shi‘ite eschatology at large, while
the latter focuses on traditions about al-Husayn in this drama. Ayoub partly draws on later sources
than Amir-Moezzi. Crow’s briefer study (‘Death’, esp. 93-101) also uses many slightly later
sources. See also Sachedina, Islamic Messianism, 150-79.

3 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 118-20; ‘Eschatology’.

** Al-Kulayni, Al-kaft, vol. 1, 296, Bab 173, no. 6.

See Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 224, n. 637.

36 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, 119.

%7 See above, Chapters 5-8.

3 Amir-Moezzi, Spirituality, 406-7; ‘Eschatology’.
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said in some hadiths, will return together with al-Husayn is the prophet Isma‘il
(Ishmael), mentioned in Qur. 19:54: ‘And remember in the Book Ishmael:
Surely he was true to the promise, and he was a messenger, a prophet.” In a
hadith related by Ibn Qaluwayh (d. 369/979-80), a follower of imam Ja‘far
al-Sadiq asks the imam who this prophet was. The imam replies that the Ismail
mentioned in this verse is not the son of Abraham, but a later prophet, the son
of Hizqil (Ezekiel). When he preached to his people, they caught him, tortured
him gruesomely and killed him. God then sent the angel of chastisement to
punish the people, but when the angel asked Isma‘il what kind of punishment
he wanted them to have, he replied that he had no need of that. Rather, he said
to God:

“You promised al-Husayn that he would return to the world so that he could
take revenge on those who did the same to him. My desire, O Lord, is that
You let me return to the world so that I can avenge myself on those who did
this to me, just as al-Flusayn will return.” God then promised Isma‘l b. Hizqil

that He would do that, and so he will return together with al-Husayn.?

These examples show that vengeance for the injustices suffered by al-Husayn
and those loyal to him and his cause is a major contributor to the final battle.
The restoration of justice, however, is only one aspect of the war and of the
re-establishment of true Islam. This major renewal of the whole universe at
the end of time has a host of additional dimensions, such as the bringing back
of the (now lost) original version of the Qur’an, and the initiation of all the
followers of the Mahdi into its hidden meaning.*

Placing the Karbala story and its implications in the eschatological per-
spective widens the argument developed by Matthew Pierce on the basis of the
biographies of the imams that he has studied. Pierce maintains that the death
of al-Husayn at Karbala was not seen in isolation in these texts, but rather as
one of many instances of the suffering of the family of the Prophet. He further
argues that, unlike the death of Jesus in Christianity, the death of al-Husayn
was not unique: all the imams and the prophets had to suffer. The biographies,
he writes,

% Tbn Quluwayh, Kamil, 139, Bab 19, no. 3.
# T will not go further into these reasons, as this is not essential for the present study. Amir-Moezzi
develops them in Divine Guide, 119-20 and in ‘Eschatology’.
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regularly emphasised the ontological similarity between the imams and the
prophets. Al-Husayn was unique only in how starkly his life displayed the
realities and qualities that all imams faced and displayed. Devotion to al-
Husayn was also a symbol of devotion to the entire family of the Prophet and

to the Prophet himself.*

The example of the prophet Isma‘l, discussed above, provides an additional
illustration for Pierce’s argument from another source. Karbala is but one
instance — though perhaps the most conspicuous — of the constant battle
between the good and evil forces of the universe: the battle which has hitherto
resulted in the defeat of the good, but which in the end will bring victory for
the cosmic Imam and his followers.

Difterent genres of early Shi‘ite literature, however, varied in their focus.
While the earliest biographical collections of hadiths, such as the Dala’%/ and
the Ithbat discussed above, attempted to homogenise the images of the imams
and lift their suffering to the same level, the suffering, death and avenging
of al-Husayn were clearly emphasised in other genres, such as poetry and
texts about pilgrimages to the tombs of the imams (to be discussed below).**
Again, it is almost unthinkable that people in general knew about the cos-
mology as it was depicted in the early sources, except to the extent that it
was ‘transposed’ into narratives related by the storytellers and others, and
thus popularised. Since no such stories are preserved in text, it is difficult to
know how, or to what extent, people in general were able to see the larger
cosmological picture and relate the death of al-Husayn to it. The earliest
Shi‘ite version preserved — the account attributed to imam al-Bagqir, analysed
in Chapter 3 — simply ends at the death of al-Husayn and the return of the
remnants of his family to Medina. There are no forward-looking or hope-
ful passages there.” In Aba Mikhnaf’s account a few decades later, the pes-
simistic panorama for the Muslim community at large is there: the divine
covenant, as we saw in Chapter 4, is broken. Those individuals who were

faithtul to al-Husayn can, however, count on God’s satisfaction and eternal

1 Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men, 70.

“ T owe this insight to George Warner.

# The same is true of the version of Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahmin, but as we have seen he was probably not a
Shifite, so it is not to be expected.
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reward in the hereafter. But in this version, which is also fairly early, it is still
individuals who will benefit from their loyalty to al-Husayn, rather than the
restoration of the entire cosmos, that is in focus. In this world, evil prevails;
nothing is said about a total eschatological restoration. Placing the Karbala
drama in a cosmic framework replaces this gloomy future for the suffering
ones with a glorious one. This is what the biographers, poets and theologians
did, and although we can only speculate, my view is that this is just what the
storytellers must have done in one way or another when relating the story to
the Shi‘ite populace. In this way, the story became something more than just
a tragedy about the death of the grandson of the Prophet Muhammad. It was
removed from human history and developed into a narrative which gave the
Shi‘ites and their sufferings under various illegitimate authorities a place in
the cosmic drama — a drama that will one day end in triumph for those who

are now oppressed.
Ritual

In Chapter 2 we saw that ritual has always been one of the most important
aspects in creating and affirming group identity, more so than theology; and
this is as true of early Islam as of other contexts.* Furthermore, the most effec-
tive way to make a myth out of a narrative is to ritualise it. In this section, I will
briefly discuss some of the early rituals connected to the death of al-Husayn. I
will argue that these rituals were crucial factors in the process of elevating the
Karbala story to the level of myth.

It seems that from very early on, gatherings of the faithful were held where
the Karbala story was retold and expounded by storytellers of various kinds,
as mentioned above. Probably, elegiac poetry (marthiyya) was also recited at
these sessions. No real studies have been made of these rituals, however, prob-
ably owing to the scarcity of source material, and I will not go deeper into the
subject here.®

* Haider, Origins, 215-30, esp. Conclusion, pp. 229-30. For non-Islamic contexts, see e.g. Penn,
Kissing Christians; Kraemer, Jewish Eating, esp. 1-86.

* Gunther, ‘Magatil Literature’, 194. While several studies have been made of early Shi‘ite mar-
thiyya as literature and as expressions of a Shi‘ite sentiment, very little is written about the ritual
context in which it was recited. The only studies I have found that briefly touch on this issue are
Clarke, ‘Elegy’, 13-21 and Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men, 59-62.
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In Chapter 10 we saw that it was only once the Shi‘ite Buyids had gained
control in the middle of the fourth/tenth century that rituals publicly com-
memorating certain events central to the Shi‘ites were allowed. Among these
rituals was public mourning on the tenth of Muharram, the death day of
al-Husayn. While the earliest records of such mourning commemorating the
Karbala tragedy come from this time (I will return to these below), pilgrimages
to the grave of al-Husayn are much earlier, and I will try to trace some early
signs of this ritual. But first it is necessary to say a few words about weeping as

an expression of grief for the tragedy of Karbala.
Weeping

Shedding tears was, from very early on, one of the most important means of
expressing one’s loyalty to al-Husayn and the family of the Prophet. Weeping
was the prime means of manifesting the sorrow over the sufferings of the ah/
al-bayt and the loss of their rightful political and religious authority. As we
have seen, the Karbala drama became ‘the most tragic illustration of Shi‘ism’s
dualistic vision of the world’.* Weeping for al-Husayn, however, cannot
be called a ritual in itself, as it was normally performed within a larger ritual
context, such as listening to the story about his death or to elegiac poetry, or
visiting his grave or taking part in a commemorative public mourning ritual.
In this very short section, I will say just a few words about ritual weeping as a
force in the social formation of Shi‘ism up to the age of the Buyids.*’

In Chapter 2, we saw that, according to the Durkheimian tradition of
ritual analysis, collective expressions of emotions are a very forceful factor in
building and maintaining group identities, and that such ‘collective efferves-
cence’ is often brought about through ritual. These emotions charge symbols
(such as the ahl al-bayt, the Karbala story and the grave of al-Husayn) with
meaning. In my view, this is just what happens when Shi‘ites gather and weep
together — in historical times as well as today — over the injustices that have
befallen the prophets and the imams and their faithful. In early Shi‘ism, then,
weeping over the Karbala tragedy became a means of expressing a shared

% Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Shi % Islam, 25.

" Ayoub treats the subject of weeping in early Shi‘ism in a rather descriptive religio-historical way
(Redemptive Suffering, 142-7). Pierce provides important theoretical perspectives on the func-
tions of lamenting the sufferings of the 2h/ al-bayt (Twelve Infallible Men, S4-67).
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solidarity with the sacred persons in past and present, and also of identifying
with others who shared the same sentiment. It thus, furthermore, became a
platform for a certain morality, which functioned as a litmus test for discern-
ing who was part of the group and who was not.

In the earliest prose texts — in the accounts of the Karbala event and
the story of the Tawwabtn — as well as in early poetry, we everywhere find
people weeping over the death of al-Husayn. There are many traditions from
the imams about the merits of weeping for him and the rewards promised
to the person who causes other people to weep. In the biographical collec-
tions of hadiths mentioned above, all imams weep; most of all, the fourth
imam, ‘Alf b. al-Husayn, called al-Sajjad, ‘the prostrator’, known for his
constant weeping over the death of his father and the sufferings of the ah/
al-bayt.*® The Kamil al-ziyarat, the mid-fourth/tenth-century collection
of hadiths about pilgrimages by Ibn Quluwayh, has several chapters of
hadiths about the entirety of creation, the animals, the angels and the jinn
lamenting and weeping for al-Husayn.”” The following hadith from Kam:!
al-ziyarat, ascribed to the sixth imam al-Sadiq, illustrates that there were not
only humans in the group of mourners. Angels who were prepared to help
al-Husayn in the battle, but were not allowed to do so, weep at his grave after

his death:

Four thousand angels descended intending to fight with al-Husayn b. “Alj,
but they were not allowed to fight. They returned to ask for permission
[again], but when they descended al-Husayn had been killed. They remain
at his grave with matted and dust-covered hair, weeping until the day of

judgement. Their leader is an angel called Al-Mansur.*

Besides being testimony to the angels’ participation in the grief for al-Husayn,
this hadith shows that his grave is a place for mourning, and it thus becomes an
object of visitation. It s to this ritual, the pilgrimage to the grave of al-Husayn,
that we now turn.

* On this, see Pierce, Twelve Infallible Men, 54-7.
# Ibn Qaluwayh, Kamil, 165-200, Bab 26-31.
*0 Ibn Quluwayh, Kamil, 171-2, Bab 27, no. 2.
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Ziyara

Visits to graves, ziydrat al-qubiir, as we saw in Chapter 7, formed an ancient
custom that continued into the new movement that eventually came to be
called Islam.>! Such visits could be made in order to honour a saint and ask for
personal benefits and blessings, or to pray on behalf of the deceased, to relieve
him or her of the dullness or the tortures of the grave. While the first kind was
often frowned on by Sunni theologians, visiting the dead to ease the tortures
of the grave and ask for God’s forgiveness was normally accepted.”” Among
Shi‘ites, however, visits to the graves of the imams as a means of expressing
one’s loyalty to the family of the Prophet and to ask them for blessings of
various kinds soon became not only accepted, but enjoined; to pray for God’s
forgiveness for them was, of course, by contrast totally wrong, given their
elevated position. (The only exception I have encountered to this pattern of
behaviour at the grave of an imam is the Tawwaban’s visit to the grave of
al-Husayn, discussed in Chapters 7 and 8.)>* As we will see, in later pilgrimage
guides, neglecting to perform pilgrimages to the graves of the imams could
result in divine punishment, while the rewards for such visits were enormous.>*

Here, I refer only to al-Husayn’s grave at Karbala as a site for pilgrimages.
There are also other places where his severed head was supposed to have been
buried — Damascus, Ascalon, Cairo. The traditions about al-Husayn’s head,
however, seem to be later, and will not be discussed here.>

Although the zzyara to the grave of al-Husayn soon became one of the
most important practices in Shi‘ism, records from the second/eighth century
of visits there are extremely scarce and only in passing report that this or that
person was at the grave, often without describing any rituals such as praying
or weeping performed at the site. There are a large number of hadiths ascribed
to the imams al-Bagir and, especially, al-Sidiq about the importance of visiting
Karbala. As Amir-Moezzi argues, however, the authenticity of such traditions

3! Besides references in Chapter 7, see also Meri, ‘Etiquette’, 263-5.

*2 Halevi, Mubammad’s Grave, 20-32, 226-33; Meri, ‘Ziyara’.

>3 For the case of ‘Ubaydallah b. al-Hurr al-Ju‘fi, see below.

5% Meri, “Ziyara’.

The traditions concerning al-Husayn’s head and the pilgrimages to its supposed burial sites have
been dealt with in Talmon-Heller, Sacred Place. See also Meri, Cult, 191-5.

55



222 | THE KARBALA STORY AND EARLY SHI'ITE IDENTITY

and their Zsnads must be regarded as unreliable until the contrary is proven — a
task which seems very difficult, considering the state of the sources and the meth-
ods for interpreting them.* In what follows, I will discuss the most important
references to visits to Karbala in the historiographical works, as well as in a
few early Shi‘ite poems often mentioned by scholars. I do not claim that the
list is complete. I treat them in chronological order, ending the section by relat-
ing a few hadiths about pilgrimage to al-Husayn’s grave, to give an impression
of the development of the z7ydra in the first centuries.”

Sources indicating that the survivors of al-Husayn’s family visited his
grave on their way from Damascus to Medina on the fortieth day of his death
are late and will not be reckoned with in the present study.’® The visit of
the Tawwabtn to the grave is often given as an example of a very early — if
not the first — zzyira.> Selby concludes, however, that there are important
differences between the description of the stopover of the Tawwibun at the
grave and later z7ydras and other Shi‘ite rituals. In my view, and as T have indi-
cated in my analysis in Chapter 7, the description of the Tawwaban’s visit
cannot be regarded as a z7ydra in the sense that the concept is used later, even
if it foreshadowed the rituals that were gradually ‘Shi‘itised” as the decades
went by.

Moreover, the Tawwaban’s visit to al-Husayn’s grave in 65/684 is not the
carliest such journey related by Aba Mikhnaf. According to him, the Kufan
nobleman and ‘poet-rebel’® ‘Ubaydallah b. al-Hurr went there soon after the
battle. Aba Mikhnaf relates that al-Husayn had met Ibn al-Hurr before the
battle and asked for his support; his request was declined, however.®! Later,
when he heard of the death of al-Husayn, Ibn al-Hurr deeply regretted his
decision. He had a verbal exchange with Ibn Ziyad, the governor of Kufa,
and then, Aba Mikhnaf says, ‘he set off and came to Karbala. He looked at
the places where people were slain and he and his followers sought God’s

¢ Amir-Moezzi, ‘On Spirituality’, 110-11.

%7 More comprehensive studies of early pilgrimage literature are Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’; Warner, ‘One
Thousand hzja;’. Hussain, ‘Mourning of History’, contains some interesting references but is less
critical.

See Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 11-14.

Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 20—4, with further references.

The expression is that of Kanazi, who gives a comprehensive but quite uncritical biography of Ibn
al-Hurr in his book Umayyad Poet-Rebel.

¢t Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 305-6.
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forgiveness for them.’** Al-Tabari has added a poem ascribed to Ibn al-Hurr
about his visit to the grave: he regrets not having taken part in the battle on the

side of al-Husayn, and says:

I'stood at their graves and their field of death

My heart almost burst, and my eyes shed tears.*?

This is one of the earliest recorded visits to the grave, and here we see the
motif of regret for the failure to support al-Husayn, as well as the plea to God
to forgive al-Husayn and his dead companions from their sins. As far as we
know, however, Ibn al-Hurr probably did not identify as a Shi‘ite.** His visit
(if indeed it did occur) can therefore hardly be labelled a ziyira in the later,
Shi‘ite sense.

Two other early poets who were clearly Shi‘ites and who mention visits to
Karbala in their poems are ‘Ugba b. ‘Amr al-Sahmi (d. probably early second/
eighth century) and Sulayman b. Qatta (d. 126/743—4). The two were thus
contemporaries, and it has been discussed which one of them was the first to
produce an elegy for al-Husayn.® “‘Ugba begins his poem by talking of a visit
to Karbala:

I passed by the grave of Husayn in Karbala

and on it my tears flowed copiously.*

Similarly, Sulayman begins his elegy by describing the ruins of the desert
camp of Muhammad’s family at al-Taff that he visits.”” These poems, then,
might be regarded as early testimonies of visits to Karbala.®® It must be kept

¢ Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh,1I, 389 (in this chapter, as throughout the book, translations from al-Tabari are
taken from, or at least heavily dependent on, the SUNY translation, History of al-Tabari). This is,
in fact, the only time the toponym Karbala is mentioned in Aba Mikhnaf’s account. According to
Ibn A‘tham this incident occurred only a few days after the battle (Fuzizb, ed. Shiri, vol. VI, 272).
Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 389.

Kanazi and al-Ju‘fi, Umayyad Poet-Rebel, 40-8; Rotter, Biirgerkrieg, 219-21; but cf. El-Achéche,
La poésie s7‘te, 158-60.

See Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 160, 279, n. 44. On these poets, see El-Acheche, La poésie 5 te,
140 and 181—4.

Shubbar, Adab al-Taff, 52, trans. by Ayoub in Redemptive Suffering, 161. Al-Ashshash has a
slightly different order of the verses, and places this one as number two (Diwdan, 240).
Al-‘Ashshash, Diwan, 282-5. El-Acheche (La poésie 55 te, 182—4) discusses the problems with the
provenance of this poem and the order of verses. Ayoub (Redemptive Suffering, 167) follows the
sequence of verses of Shubbar (4dab al-Taff, 54).

So Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering, 161, 167.
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in mind, however, that they follow the gasida form of Arabic poetry, which
traditionally begins by recounting the deserted camp of the loved one. Thus,
the descriptions of the visit at Karbala in the two poems do not necessarily
mean that the poets were there. They could just have been following the liter-
ary conventions, opening their poems in the traditional manner.

Several scholars have mentioned what they take to be a pilgrimage
to Karbala in connection with the death of Zayd b. ‘Ali, the grandson of
al-Husayn, in 122/740. The context is the failed insurrection that led to
Zayd’s death, mentioned in the previous chapter. Interestingly, scholars
taking this as an example of an early z7ydra only refer to the historian Ibn
al-Athir (d. 630/1233), who relates how Zayd’s son Yahya left Kufa and went
to Karbala when his father was killed and buried. But Ibn al-‘Athir does not
describe this visit as a pilgrimage. All he says is that, when the Umayyad gover-
nor of Kufa discovered the site of the body of Zayd, ‘his son Yahya travelled to
Karbala and stopped at Ninawa at [the house of] Sabiq, the mawla of Bishr b.
‘Abd al-Malik b. Bishr’.”* Nothing is mentioned about Yahya stopping at the
grave of al-Husayn or performing any rituals there; it is, rather, an account of
his attempt to get away from Kufa and hide from the governor’s soldiers. That
Yahya’s stop at Karbala had very little to do with al-Husayn’s grave becomes
clear if Ibn al-Athir’s account is compared with the two more detailed versions
of the same event in al-TabarT’s Ta7rzkh.”

Perhaps more important as testimony to the significance of al-Husayn’s
grave in Karbala is an anecdote related by al-Tabari about the famous “‘Abbasid
caliph Haran al-Rashid (r. 170-93/786-809). According to this tradition,
al-Rashid’s grandmother, Umm Mausi, had appointed a certain Ibn Abi
Dawid to take care of the grave of al-Husayn, giving him an allowance of thirty
dirhams per month for this.”> Umm Misi was the wife of the second Abbasid
caliph al-Mansar (r. 136-58/754-75). The report thus seems to indicate that

she appointed a guardian of the grave sometime in the second quarter of the

@ See e.g. Calmard, ‘Culte’, 611, n. 171; Honigmann, ‘Karbala”.

© Ibn al-Athir, Kamil, vol. IV, 455. The Ninawa mentioned here was a village as well as a district in
the sawad of Kufa; Karbala, which apparently was situated close to the village of Ninawi, belonged
to this district (Yaqut, Bulddn, vol. V, 339; Streck, ‘Ninawa’; see also al-Tabari, Tarikh, 11, 287,
307).

7 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 11, 1,710, 1,713~ 14.

72 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 111, 752.
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second/third quarter of the eighth century. If this is correct, then at least by
this time the grave had some kind of religious significance and, presumably, pil-
grimages were made to it. The information is not supported by other sources,
however, so it can hardly by itself be regarded as a trustworthy testimony.”

The Imami traditionist Aba ‘Amr Muhammad al-Kashshi (d. 367/978)"
relates a tradition about the ‘extremist’ (ghalin) al-Mufaddal b. ‘Umar al-Ju'fi
(d. before 184/799),” in which he and two of his contemporaries made a z7yira
to Karbala. The purpose of al-Kashshi’s mention is not to discuss the visit to
al-Husayn’s grave, but probably to demonstrate al-Mufaddal’s extremism, as
he abstained from performing the morning prayer when his two companions
prayed.” It is significant, however, in that it recounts an intentional zzydra to
the grave of al-Husayn sometime in the late third/eighth century. Again, the
information is not corroborated by other sources, and it is of course difficult
to know what to make of information related in a work written about two
hundred years after the event it describes.

So far as I know, the first mention of the tomb of al-Husayn as a structure
of buildings is in connection with the infamous destruction of the site by the
caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 232-47/847-61) in 236/850-1. Al-Tabari writes:

In this year, al-Mutawakkil ordered the grave of al-Husayn b. “Ali and the
residences and palaces surrounding it be destroyed. The site of his grave
was to be ploughed, sown, and irrigated, and people were to be prevented
from visiting it. It is reported that an agent of the chief of security police
announced in the area: “Whomever we find near al-Husayn’s grave after
three days we shall send to the prison.” People fled and refrained from going

to the grave. The place was ploughed, and the area around it was sown.”

Here we are on much safer historical ground than with the previous

examples. Al-Mutawakkil’s reign occurred in the lifetime of al-Tabari

73

For other instances of early Abbasid dealings with the grave see Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 44-5.

This is the date given by Takim (‘Kaii’), but cf. Madelung, ‘Al-Kashshi’.

On him, see Asatryan, ‘Mofazzal’.

Al-Kashshi, Rjal, 275-6. See also Modarressi, Crisis, 35, n. 101. On antinomianism, and in par-
ticular the abandonment of prayer as a mark of the ghulat, see Amir-Moezzi, ‘Les Imams’, 19-20;
and see also Asatryan, Controversies, 157-61.

77 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 111, 1,407. On al-Mutawakkil and his politics in general, see Kennedy,
‘al-Mutawakkil’.
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(224-314/839-923).” Although the latter was only about eight years old
when the caliph came to power, he met and got information from people who
had first-hand experience of the ruler and the events that occurred during his
time in power.” Furthermore, unlike the isolated anecdotes related above, the
account of the destruction of the grave is placed in the well-known context of
al-Mutawakkil’s anti-Shi‘ite politics. Aba al-Faraj al-Isfahani, to take only one
example, also mentions this episode in an account that is probably independ-
ent of al-Tabari.*® If this report relates a historical event — which I think it
does — the natural conclusion is that the grave of al-Husayn at Karbala would
have become a site of pilgrimage well before al-Mutawakkil’s reign. We read
that not only the grave, but also ‘the residences and palaces’ (a/-manazil wa-I-
diir), are to be destroyed, buildings which must have been erected over many
years preceding their destruction. Moreover, that people were to be prevented
from going there makes it clear that visiting the grave was by now an estab-
lished custom. This, then, implies that there was much activity at the grave, at
least in the first half of the third/ninth century.

Hadiths about visits to the grave of al-Husayn are preserved from the late
third/ninth century, if not before. Such hadiths are either embedded among
traditions about other legal matters, or in books dedicated to pilgrimage to the
graves of the imams. As George Warner has indicated, however, there seem to
have existed a number of works on zzyira that were written throughout that
century but which are now lost.* The earliest extant collection of hadiths — a
collection that, among other subjects, has several chapters on visits to the grave
of al-Husayn - is a/-Kaft, compiled by Muhammad b. Ya‘qab al-Kulayni
(d. 329/940-1). The first hadith in the chapter concerning the merits of

78 Al-Tabart himself was apparently not sure of exactly when he was born; see Rosenthal’s introduc-

tion in al-Tabari, History, 11.

For an assessment of al-Tabar’s historical writing in this time, see Kraemer’s foreword to al-Tabarf,

History, vol. XXXIV, xiv—xxii.

8 Al-Istahani, Magqatil, 478-9.

1 An analysis of several sources on al-Mutawakkil’s destruction of al-Husayn’s grave is found in
Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 45-51. See also Newman, Twelver Shiism, 55, n. 70.

82 Warner, ‘One Thousand bijaj’, 417, referring to Aqé Buzurg al-Tihrani, Al-dbaria, vol. XX,
316-26. The earliest reference to such a text that I have been able to detect in Aqa Buzurg’s list is
Mazar amir al-mu’minin by Mu‘awiya b. ‘Ammar al-Duhni (d. 175/791-2), the son of the trans-
mitter of the Karbala story from al-Bagir (see Chapter 3) (4/-dbari‘a, vol. XX, 321). This book
seems to have dealt with visits to the grave of ‘Ali (or perhaps the Prophet Muhammad) rather than
al-Husayn, however (see Modarressi, Tradition, 331-2).

79



AL-HUSAYN AMONG THE IMAMS | 227

visiting the grave of al-Husayn begins with the speaker Bashir al-Dahhin, a
disciple of the sixth Imam, al-Sadiq (here called Aba ‘Abdallah):

I said to Abu ‘Abdallh, ‘Sometimes I missed the hajj, and performed the
pilgrimage rituals at the tomb of al-Husayn.”®® He answered, “Well done,
O Bashir! Whichever believer comes to the grave of al-Husayn, with the
knowledge of [al-Husayn’s] rights, on a day other than the day of the Eid,
God counts it for him as twenty accepted and pleasing bajjs and umras, and
twenty bajjs and umras together with a God-sent prophet or a just imam.
And whoever goes to him on the day of the Eid, God counts it for him as
one hundred hajfs, one hundred %mras, and one hundred expeditions with
a God-sent prophet or a just imam.” I said to him, ‘How can I reach such a
situation?’ He looked at me as if he were irritated and said to me, ‘O Bashir,
when the believer comes to the grave of al-Husayn on the day of ‘Arafat,
performs the major ablution in the Euphrates and then goes to him, for every
step [he takes], God counts him a ba;j with all its rituals.” As far as I know he

also said, ‘And an expedition.”®*

In other words, a visit to the grave of al-Husayn on a normal day equates to
twenty pilgrimages to Mecca; and a z7ydra to al-Husayn’s grave during the
Eid of the bajj is worth a hundred Meccan pilgrimages — and in addition to
that, the participation of a hundred martial expeditions in the company of a
prophet or an Imam. Moreover, for someone visiting the grave on the day of
‘Arafat, the most important day of the hajj to Mecca, performing the ablu-
tions in the Euphrates and then approaching the grave, every step will count as
a complete pajj, perhaps even as a martial expedition.

Such extravagant statements about the worth of visiting the grave at Karbala
are even more predominant in later collections exclusively dedicated to zzydra
hadiths. I end this section by referring to the earliest extant ‘pilgrimage manual’
by one of the students of al-Kulayni, Jafar b. Muhammad al-Qummi, known
as Ibn Quluwayh (d. c. 369/979-80).% His Kamil al-ziyarat contains tradi-

tions about pilgrimages to the graves of the Prophet and the imams, the great

8 ... fa-uarrifu ‘inda qabr al-Husayn.

8 Wa-la alamubu ila gila, ‘Wa-ghazwatan’. Al-Kulayni, Al-kafi, vol. IV, 334, Bab 360, no. 1.

% Newman, Twelver Shiism, 60-2; Warner, ‘One Thousand bzja;’, 417. On Ibn Qaluwayh, see also
Ansari, Limamat, 62—4.
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majority of which deal with the visit to al-Husayn’s grave.* Warner highlights
two categories of traditions in this and other books of the same kind: the zzydra
litanies, and the f2d4 %/ traditions. The first group consists of traditions which
prescribe in detail the rituals of the visit: what to recite, the posture to hold, and
how to position oneself at the grave when making this or that recitation.”” The
great weight of correct performance at the grave is illustrated by the fact that, by
the time of Ibn Quluwayh, the word zzyira was used not only for the act of the
pilgrimage, but also for the litany recited during the visit to the grave.*

The other category of traditions is the fzd4%/ traditions, which recount
the merits of the grave at Karbala and the rewards given to those who make the
ziydra there.¥ We have already seen an example taken from Kulayni’s a/-Kafi.
Ibn Qaluwayh also has a chapter with traditions that equate the ziyira to
Karbala to twenty, fifty or even a thousand pilgrimages to Kaba in Mecca;”
another chapter is devoted to traditions equating a visit to al-Husayn’s grave to
a visit to God on His throne.” The pilgrim to al-Husayn will receive benefits

even in this life, as we can see from the following tradition, where a certain

‘Abdallah b. Hilal asks the sixth Imam:

‘May I be made your ransom, what is the least [reward] for the visitor at the
grave of al-Husayn?” He replied, ‘O “Abdallah, the least that he will get is
that God protects him and his family until he returns to his family [from the

pilgrimage], and when Judgement Day comes, God will be his protector.”?

Hence the benefits obtained by the believer who visits the grave are enormous,
both in the present life and in the hereafter.”® Yet the Shi‘ite scholars of the

86

Newman, Twelver Shiism, 61; Sindawi, ‘Visit’, 231, n. 8. An English translation of Ibn Qaluwayh’s
Kamil is available online under the title Kamiluz Ziyaraat.

7 Warner, ‘One Thousand bzja;’, 418-19, 428-33. This, for example, is the content of the longest
chapter of the Kamil (358-424, Bab 79).

Warner, ‘One Thousand bzja;’, 428-9.

Warner, ‘One Thousand bzjay’, 419, 421-8. Selby discusses the Shi‘ite fada %/ traditions in relation
to the Sunni ones (‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 59-75).

% Ibn Quluwayh, Kamil, 3027, Bab 66.

Ibn Quluwayh, Kamal, 278-82, Bab 59. Warner points out, however, that such hadiths were nor-
mally regarded as exaggerations that were not taken literally even by Twelver Shi‘ite jurists (‘One
Thousand bijaj’, 424, n. 35).

?2 Tbn Quluwayh, Kamil, 255, Bab 49, no. 6.

7329 chapters, almost 100 pages (about one-sixth of the book), are devoted to the rewards of the
pilgrim (Kamal, 252-355, Babs 49-77).
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fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries were ambivalent about the question
of whether the z7ydra to the grave of al-Husayn and the other imams should
be considered juridically obligatory, like the bajj to Mecca.”

By this time at least, the physical site of the grave itself had attained hal-
lowed status. Clay from the site was supposed to have healing effects. This is
illustrated in the only hadith about the grave of al-Husayn that is extant in
the earliest collection of Shi‘i hadiths partly preserved until today, the Kizab
al-mapasin by Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Barqi (d. c. 280/894). In what is
left of the original work (probably only something like one-sixth or one-
seventh of the original collection),” virtually nothing is said about pilgrimage
to the grave of al-Husayn. The one reference to the grave is found in a section
on food, the subsection on honey, where a companion of the fifth imam, Aba
Ja'far al-Bagqir, says:

A woman gave me some yarn and said, ‘Present this at Mecca so that it is
sewn into the Kiswa of the Kaba.” He said, ‘I disliked presenting it to the
guardians [of the Ka‘ba], since I knew them. So, when I travelled to Medina,
I went to Abu Ja‘far and said to him, “May I be made your ransom, a woman
gave me yarn.” I told him about the words of the woman and my aversion
to presenting the yarn to the guardians. He replied, “Buy honey and saftron
[for the price of it] and take some soil from the grave of al-Husayn, mix it
with rainwater and put some of the honey and saftron in it. Then distribute

it among the Shi‘a so that they may heal their sick with it.””

This hadith is interesting in several respects. First, it shows that, by the late
third/ninth century at least, the grave of al-Husayn was compared to the
Ka‘ba in favour of the former (though, of course, already in a later addi-
tion to the story of the Tawwabun the Black Stone of the Ka‘ba is associated
with the grave, as we saw in Chapter 7). The woman wants her yarn to be
stitched into the textile cover of the Ka‘ba, presumably in order to gain some
divine benefit. The Imam advises his disciple to sell the yarn instead, to buy

% Warner, ‘One Thousand bijas’, 424-8.

% This is Newman’s estimate (Formative Period, 52). According to Vilozny (Constructing a World
View, 27), eleven out of around ninety sub-books are still extant. On al-Barqi and the Kizab
al-Mabhdsin, see Newman, Formative Period, Ch. 4; Vilozny, Constructing a World View, Ch. 1.

% The kiswa is the textile cover of the Kaba (Munt, ‘Kaba’).

7 Al-Barqi, al-Mabasin, vol. 11, 301, no. 636.
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honey and saftron with the proceeds, and to mix it with soil from the grave of
al-Husayn, that it may be consumed by sick Shi‘ites for healing purposes.” In
other words, by this time the grave was also considered to have supernatural
healing qualities.

Parker Selby has analysed the Zszads of the traditions in Ibn Qaluwayh’s
Kéamil in an MA thesis and has found that two important sources of his are
the Kufans al-Hasan b. ‘Ali b. al-Faddal (d. 224/838-9) and al-Husayn b. Sa‘id
al-Ahwazi (whose exact date of death is unknown, but who was probably con-
temporary with al-Hasan b. ‘Ali).” Both are well-attested in Shi‘ite and Sunni
biographical works, and both are significant in this context because they are
said to have written two of the earliest zZy4r2 manuals, none of which is extant
today. Their prominence as sources for Ibn Qualuwayh rightly leads Selby to
conclude that ‘we can confidently push the practice of z7yira to Husayn and
other imams’ tombs in the early ninth century during the reign of the ‘Abbasid
caliph al-Ma’man (198-218/813-33) or possibly earlier’.'® The historical
traditions discussed above, especially that of caliph al-Mutawakkil’s destruc-
tion of the tomb in 236/850-1, point in the same direction, as Selby has also
argued.'”

Public Mourning Rituals

The Shiite ritual probably best known by non-Shi‘ites is the public mourn-
ing rituals commemorating the death of al-Husayn and mourning for him.
Compared to the rituals discussed above, however, these manifestations
are probably quite late; they did not develop, at least not on a larger scale,
until Buyid times. Several medieval Muslim historians give an account of the
mourning celebrations in Baghdad in the year 352/963. The earliest of them,
Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1201), writes:

On the tenth of Muharram, the markets in Baghdad were closed and all busi-
ness was suspended. The butchers ceased their slaughtering [and the cooks

did not cook]. People did not cease to ask for a drink of water. Tents were

)

% See also Bursi, ‘Scents of Space’, 218.

? Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 39-43.
1% Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 43.
190 Selby, ‘Husayn’s Dirt’, 44-51.
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pitched in the markets and draped with felt covers. The women wandered
through the market with their hair hanging loose, slapping their faces, and

lamentations for al-Husayn could be heard.'*

Theyounger contemporary historian, Ibn al-Athir (d. 1233), also mentions this
event, but introduces his short account by writing that the Buyid ruler Mu‘izz
al-Dawla commanded that the markets close for the occasion. He furthermore
adds that the Sunnis could not prevent these demonstrations because of the
large number of Shi‘ites and the support they had from the authorities.'” A
few decades later, the famous scholar Aba Rayhan al-Birani (d. c. 442/1050)
mentions that, on the day of ‘Ashar’, when al-Husayn was killed at Karbala,
Shi‘ites lament and weep in public in cities like Baghdad and other places, and
make pilgrimages to Karbala.'™ By the end of the fourth/tenth century, then,
we sce the embryo of what came to develop into the large passion plays of
the Safavid era. Such public manifestations, of course, encountered opposi-
tion from the non-Shi‘ite population: anti-Shi‘ite riots erupted, and counter-
celebrations soon developed.'” Christine Baker, however, argues that since
both Ibn Jawzi and Ibn al-Athir were staunch Sunnis, and furthermore wrote
their histories retrospectively in a Sunni environment, their descriptions of the
events in fourth/tenth-century Baghdad must be nuanced. Sources contem-
porary with the Buyids do not mention sectarian violence at all, she maintains.'*
Whether these rituals led to clashes or not, the testimonies of Ibn al-Jawzi and
Ibn al-Athir are the earliest we have about public mourning for al-Husayn.
Ehsan Yarshater traced a pre-Islamic background to the later passion plays
to the old Persian tales ‘Memorial of Zarer’ and the tragedy of Siyavush. While
a Mesopotamian or Egyptian background cannot be ruled out, he argued,
these two Persian traditions — especially the one about Siyavush — show so

many similarities to the later passion plays about al-Husayn that they must

10:
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Ibn al-Jawzi, Al-muntagam, vol. XIV, 150. According to the text I have used, the words in brack-
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Halm, Shia Islam, 43.
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have had a profound influence on the latter.'”” But that is a subject which goes

far beyond the scope of the present study.
Summary and Final Reflections

In this chapter I have attempted to map the development of the Karbala story
and the image of al-Husayn in the centuries following the Karbala event itself,
up to the end of the fourth/tenth century. While developments like these
are never as neatly linear as we would like them to be — with various groups
holding different and often opposing views at the same time, both formal and
informal leaders relapsing to a previous opinion, and so on — the general trend
is clear: over these centuries, the original story of a skirmish, a small conven-
tional fight, develops into a drama of a cosmic battle which has implications
for all Believers. It thus becomes a real myth, a narrative which is foundational
for the Shi‘ite identity and world-view.

Two factors are particularly significant in this development. The first is
the placing of the Karbala event in a cosmological context in which the suf-
fering and death of al-Husayn are not unique, though they form the prime
instance of the constant struggle between the good and evil forces of the uni-
verse. The Karbala story, then, becomes a pattern for interpretation of the
suffering of the individual. While the story itself has a bad ending — as do
the lives of so many people in this world — Shi‘ite eschatology promises that
the faithful believer will one day triumph together with imam al-Husayn. The
second factor is the ritualisation of the Karbala story and the commemoration
of the death of al-Husayn, and the emotional support these rituals create for
the world-view presented in the myth, and for solidarity within the group.
The emotions engendered in the rituals, performed in company with other
Believers, feed back into the myth and the world-view it paints, thus creating
a feedback loop from the microcosm of the individual, via the mesocosm of
the group, to the macrocosm depicted in Shi‘ite theology, and back again, thus
building and consolidating a Shi‘ite identity.'*®

7 Yarshater, “Ta‘ziyeh’.
1% See Figure 2.1 and the adjacent discussion.
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Conclusion: Mythmaking and Identity
in Early Shi‘ism

will begin this concluding chapter by returning to Russell McCutcheon,
whose ideas about myth and mythmaking I reviewed in Chapter 2, where
he encourages us to reconsider the concept of myth and regard it as ‘the prod-
uct and the means of creating authority by removing a claim, behavior, arti-
fact or institution from human history and hence from the realm of human
doings’.! Throughout this book, I have endeavoured to demonstrate how the
story about the battle was already within a century ‘removed from human
history’ and made into a conflict primarily located beyond this world. From a
historical point of view, the battle of Karbala was hardly more than a skirmish,
one among innumerable battles large and small between competing groups
vying with one another in the religio-political turmoil that eventually came
to consolidate as Islam. All scholars acknowledge, however, that the repercus-
sions of the battle in the long run far outweighed its immediate consequences.
Out of the oldest, brief accounts of this skirmish there eventually emerged the
myth of a cosmic battle in which al-Husayn and his followers are interpreted as
representatives of the cosmic Imam and his armies, and their enemies as agents
of the principle of Ignorance. The story thus developed into a narrative which
became foundational to the Shi‘ite world-view and identity.
Part I of the present book analyses the earliest available versions of the
story about the battle. In Chapter 3, we saw how the two earliest versions —
al-Baqir’s and Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman’s accounts from the first decades of the

second/eighth century — are terse and sketchy; in those versions, the battle itself

! McCutcheon, ‘Myth’, 207.
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is described in a few lines and the killing of al-Husayn almost in passing. The
battle and its prelude are furthermore described as merely human businesses;
although various characters refer to God in oaths and prayers, He is not given
an active role in the events. Towards the end of the same century, the story
in the hands of Aba Mikhnaf had already developed into a long and detailed
account in which God intervened in the battle in various ways. Aba Mikhnaf’s
version, moreover, has a clear theological agenda, discussed in Chapter 4. Aba
Mikhnaf maintained that disloyalty to the family of the Prophet meant break-
ing the divine covenant. Though his account of the Karbala tragedy served as
a pattern for almost all the later versions, his theological interpretation of the
battle was never, however, accepted among Shi‘ites, at least not in the form in
which he presented it. Instead, an alternative dualist narrative about the divine
covenant emerged among Shi‘ites, according to which a cosmic battle has been
going on since the creation of the first entities, and it seems that the Karbala
event was at least beginning to be interpreted within this framework. While it
is not possible to date these ideas with certainty, it is not improbable that they
first emerged in the second/eighth century, that is, simultaneously with Aba
Mikhnaf’s writings. Thus, already less than a century after the Karbala event,
the story was moved away from history and regarded in one way or another as
a metaphysical struggle between Good and Evil.

Part IT of the book (Chapters 5-8) is entirely devoted to the movement
of the Tawwabtn (‘the Penitents’), a few years after the Karbala event. I argue
there that the traditions on which this story is based can be traced back to
at least the beginning of the second/eighth century, but were subsequently
overlaid and expanded by later additions. In the earliest layer of the story, ‘Ali
is absent; it is al-Husayn’s consanguineous relation to the Prophet through
Fatima that is emphasised. In this layer, furthermore, it is evident that many of
the later Shi‘ite ideas about the imam have not yet developed. Some of these,
however, can be discerned in the later strata of the story, in which “Ali is also
more visible. The story of the Tawwabun furthermore indicates that among
the earliest emotions associated with the Karbala drama was a profound sense
of guilt for the failure to support al-Husayn in his crisis, as well as a wish to
repent in order to avert divine punishment for this sin. Here, we also see the
rudiments of the ritual pilgrimage to the grave of al-Husayn, an element that

developed in the following centuries. Though the main narrative is related
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by Aba Mikhnaf, it seems to be corroborated in a very early poem by A‘sha
Hamdin from the end of the first/seventh century.

The first two parts of the book are based on close textual analyses, which
provide results of relatively high probability. The chapters of Part III, espe-
cially Chapter 11, are of a more impressionistic character, more sweeping in
their overviews and perhaps suggestive rather than probative. A kind of resolu-
tion to the Karbala event is found in the vengeance exacted by the rebellion of
al-Mukhtar in 65-7/685-7, discussed in Chapter 9. In this story, al-Husayn
and his death play a minor role; among the “Alids, it is ‘Alf himself and his son
Ibn al-Hanafiyya who are in focus. But despite the modest role accorded the
Karbala drama, the story of al-Mukhtar and its aftermath is important for my
study because it is here that we find the embryo of later Shi‘ite imamology, in
which the imam is elevated into a figure above ordinary human beings — an
important factor in the location of the Karbala story in a cosmic framework.
This is especially apparent in the ideology of the Kaysiniyya movement that
emerged during and after al-Mukhtar’s insurrection. In the ideology of this
movement, we see for the first time ideas like the occultation (ghayba) of the
imam and the expectation that he will return to set the world right. The fur-
ther development of competing ideologies of the imam is in turn crucial for
an understanding of the elevation of the Karbala story into a myth of cosmic
significance, and is the subject of Chapter 10. There and in Chapter 11, I
endeavoured to show that the story and its trajectory cannot be understood
in isolation, but must be considered within the social formation of Shi‘ism
as a whole. The significance of the emergence of the various rituals and the
emotional effervescence connected to them, such as the re-telling of the story
on various occasions, the weeping in response to hearing about and remember-
ing the death of al-Husayn, and the weeping also on the visits to his grave,
cannot be underestimated in this context. At the same time, the creation of
a cosmological context in which the Karbala story found a natural position
as the principal representation of the cosmic struggle between good and evil
transformed the apparent defeat of al-Husayn into a glorious victory for all
true Believers. Much of this cosmological framework must have been inac-
cessible to people in general, so my argument there is that the Karbala story
popularised it, made the battle more concrete and tangible, although it was at

the same time made clear that it was not only an earthly affair.
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If grief can be said to be a prominent ethos of Shi‘ism, however, it is sec-
ondary to walaya, love for and loyalty to the family of the Prophet. The grief
expressed in the various rituals relating to the b/ al-bayt and their descendants
is not, in the first place, a sorrowing for the death of al-Husayn alone, but
for the suffering of all in the family of the Prophet and, by extension, of all
the Shi‘ites, the true Believers. As the Karbala tragedy was gradually raised
above the confines of human history, it came to be seen on the one hand as the
prime example of the great betrayal of them, and on the other as the epitome
of the cosmic battle between the good and evil forces in the universe that has
been under way since creation and will continue until the end of time. Here,
as in so many instances in the history of religions, an in-built tension is found
between the free will of the individual to choose what is good or evil and the
inevitability of events caused by divine predestination.

In this book I have attempted to highlight one factor in the social forma-
tion of early Shi‘ism: the making of the story of al-Husayn’s death at Karbala in
61/680 into the myth of a cosmic battle. This study forms one piece in a giant
mosaic. A more complete picture of the emergence of Shi‘ism requires that it
be seen in concert with previous research, but also that further investigations
are made of the political, social and religious institutions at the time, of the
contest for power in both theological and political terms, and of the life of
the ‘ordinary people’ — without whom ‘the people in power” would have no
power at all.

The Karbala story is still developing. The many studies made of later ver-
sions of the story and their significance for Shi‘ites in various historical contexts
have made it abundantly clear that the rituals and drama commemorating the
event, the iconography depicting it, and the social and political movements
for which it has been a source of inspiration all testify to the continued impor-
tance of this story.”

* Onlyafew examples of studies of these phenomena can be given here. On rituals, see e.g. Chelkowski,
“Time Out of Memory’; Schubel, Religions Performance; on art, Flaskerud, Visualizing Belief;
Marzolph, ‘Visual Culture’; on socio-politics, Enayat, Political Thought, 181-94; Aghaie, Martyrs
of Karbala; Amanat, Apocalyptic Islam, 4-6, 91-109.
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