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For all who weep for Hussain, 

and for those who have yet to hear his story.
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Introduction： What Is Azadari ?

n a cool autumn evening in a city far from the deserts 
of Iraq, a room full of people dressed in black begins to 

weep. A speaker on the pulpit recounts events from the seventh 
century with such vivid detail that the audience is moved to 
tears, as though the tragedy happened only yesterday. Hands 
rise and fall rhythmically against chests. Voices chant in unison. 
The grief is raw communal, and strangely nourishing. For those 
unfamiliar with the tradition, the scene can be bewildering. For 
those within it, the experience is among the most spiritually 
profound of their lives.

This is azadari, the Shia Muslim tradition of mourning the mar­
tyrdom oflmam Hussain ibn Ali, the grandson of the Prophet 
Muhammad, peace be upon him and his family. The word itself 
comes from the Persian "aza," meaning mourning or grieg and 
"dari," meaning to hold or maintain. To practise azadari is, quite 
literally, to hold griefi to carry it forward across centuries and 
continents as a living, breathing act of devotion.

But azadari is more than an expression of sorrow. It is a com­
plex, layered tradition that sits at the intersection of theology, 
history; politics, identity, and community. It encompasses a vast 
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INTRODUCTION： WHAT IS AZADARI?

range of practices, from the recitation of elegiac poetry and the 
retelling of historical narratives to public processions, charitable 
acts, and physical expressions of mourning. It has shaped Shia 
identity perhaps more than any other single practice, and it 
continues to evolve in the modern world in ways that are both 
fascinating and, at times, contentious.

This book is an attempt to trace the history of azadari from its 
origins in the aftermath of the Battle of Karbala in 680 CE to its 
present-day manifestations across the globe. Ic is not a theolog­
ical treatise, though theology will necessarily feature through­
out. Nor is it an exhaustive academic study, though it draws 
on historical scholarship. Rather, it is intended as an accessible 
narrative history, one that seeks to explain how and why millions 
of people around the world continue to mourn a man who died 
over thirteen centuries ago, and what that mourning means to 
them.

The Event At The Centre

lb understand azadari, one must first understand, at least in 
broad terms, the event that gave rise to it. In the year 61 AH 
(680 CE by the Gregorian calendar), Imam Hussain, the grand­
son of the Prophet Muhammad through his daughter Fatimah 
al-Zahra and his cousin and son-in-law Imam Ali ibn Abi Talib, 
peace be upon them all, was killed along with seventy-two ofhis 
companions and family members on the plains of Karbala, in 
what is now modern-day Iraq. The forces that killed him were 
sent by &id ibn Muawiyah, the second Umayyad caliph, whose 
claim to leadership Hussain refused to legitimise.
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DR. SAIYED ALIAL-RAZAVI

The details of this event, which will be explored more fully in 
Chapter One, are central to Shia consciousness. The thirst, the 
siege, the killing of infants, the bravery of the outnumbered 
companions, the dignity of the women taken captive, all of these 
elements have been recounted, poeticised, dramatised, and wept 
over for more than a thousand years. Karbala is not merely a 
historical event for the Shia community. It is the defining moral 
narrative of their faith, a story about standing for truth against 
tyranny, about sacrifice in the face of overwhelming odds, and 
about the redemptive power of suffering borne with patience 
and purpose. '

Mourning As Worship

One of the most important things to understand about azadari 
is that it is not simply an emotional response to a sad story. 
Within Shia theology, mourning for Hussain is an act of wor­
ship. There are numerous traditions attributed to the Prophet 
Muhammad and the Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt (the Prophefs 
household) that encourage weeping for Hussain and promise 
spiritual rewards for doing so. The act of crying, of allowing 
oneself to be moved by the tragedy of Karbala, is understood 
as a form of spiritual connection, a way of aligning oneself with 
the values that Hussain embodied.

This theological dimension is crucial because it explains why 
azadari has persisted with such intensity across such a vast span 
of time. Many historical tragedies fade from collective memory 
within a few generations. The mourning for Hussain has not 
only endured but has grown stronger and more widespread 
with each passing century. This persistence is not accidental. It is 
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INTRODUCTION： WHAT IS AZADARI?

the product of a deliberate theological framework that treats re­
membrance as a religious obligation, reinforced by centuries of 
scholarly commentary, poetic tradition, and communal prac­
tice.

The concept of Hziyarat,M or visitation, is closely connected to 
azadari. Visiting the shrine of Imam Hussain in Karbala, or 
reciting the prayers of visitation from afar, is considered a deeply 
meritorious act. The annual pilgrimage of Arba'een, which 
marks the fortieth day after Ashura (the anniversary of Hus- 
sains martyrdom), now draws tens of millions of pilgrims to 
Karbala each year, making it arguably the largest annual peace­
ful gathering in human history. This pilgrimage is the ultimate 
expression of azadari on a collective scale.

Azadari As Identity

Beyond its theological significance, azadari has played an enor­
mous role in shaping Shia communal identity. Throughout 
history, the Shia have frequently been a minority communi­
ty, often persecuted or marginalised by ruling powers. In such 
contexts, the practice of mourning fbr Hussain has served as 
a powerful marker of collective identity, a way of saying, "We 
remember. We have not forgotten who we are and what we 
stand fbr."

The annual cycle of mourning, centred on the month of 
Muharram and the first ten days leading up to Ashura, creates 
a rhythm of communal life that binds Shia communities to­
gether across geographical and cultural divides. Whether in the 
bustling streets of Lucknow the husayniyyahs of Tehran, the 
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community centres of London, or the basement gatherings of 
Chicago, the same essential narrative is retold, the same tears are 
shed, and the same sense of shared identity is reinforced.

This identity-forming function of azadari has also made it a 
site of political contestation throughout history. Rulers who 
wished to suppress Shia identity frequently targeted mourning 
practices. Conversely, rulers who wished to consolidate Shia 
power often promoted and institutionalised them. The history 
of azadari is, in many ways, inseparable from the broader polit­
ical history of the Muslim world, and this book will trace those 
connections across the centuries.

The Diversity Of Practice

Azadari is not a monolithic tradition. Its forms vary enormously 
across different cultures, regions, and historical periods. The 
map is (mourning assembly) of Lucknow, with its refined Urdu 
poetry and elaborate rhetorical conventions, is a very difFerent 
experience from the chest-beating processions of Beirut or the 
passion plays of Iran. The quiet, contemplative gatherings of 
diaspora communities in "Western countries bear little resem­
blance to the massive public processions of Lahore or Karbala 
itself

Some practices within the broader tradition of azadari have been 
sources of internal debate and disagreement. The practice of 
tatbir, or ritual bloodletting, in which some mourners cut their 
scalps with blades as an expression of grie£ has been condemned 
by many senior Shia scholars while being defended by others. 
These debates are not new； they have a long history within the 
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INTRODUCTION： WHAT IS AZADARI?

tradition, and this book will address them with the nuance they 
deserve.

What unites all these diverse practices is the central act of re­
membrance: the retelling of the story ofKarbala, the expression 
of grief for Hussain and his companions, and the recommit­
ment to the values they died for. Whether that remembrance 
takes the form of a simple gathering in a living room or a pro­
cession involving millions of people, the essential spiritual and 
communal function remains the same.

Why This Book, And Why Now

There are several reasons why a historical account of azadari feels 
timely. First, the tradition is undergoing significant changes in 
the contemporary world. The growth of the Arbaeen pilgrim­
age, the impact of social media and livestreaming on mourning 
practices, the challenges of maintaining tradition in diaspora 
contexts, and ongoing scholarly debates about the boundaries 
of acceptable practice all make this a moment of particular dy­
namism and, in some cases, tension within the tradition.

Second, azadari remains widely misunderstood outside the Shia 
community. Media coverage of Muharram processions of­
ten focuses on the most dramatic and visually arresting ele­
ments, particularly practices involving blood, without provid­
ing the historical and theological context necessary to under­
stand them. This book aims to provide that context, not as an 
apology for any particular practice, but as a serious attempt at 
explanation and understanding.
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Third, and perhaps most importantly, azadari carries a message 
that resonates far beyond the boundaries of any single religious 
community. The story of Karbala, at its heart, is a story about 
the moral imperative to stand against injustice, even when the 
odds are impossible. It is a story about what it means to live, 
and die, with integrity. In a world that often seems to reward 
cynicism and self-interest, the continued remembrance ofHus- 
sains sacrifice offers a coun ter-narrative that deserves to be more 
widely known and understood.

A Note On Approach And Sources

This book draws on a range of historical sources, from clas­
sical Islamic histories to modern academic scholarship. Where 
there are disagreements among historians about specific events 
or dates, I have tried to note them and to present the most 
commonly accepted accounts. The transliteration of Arabic, 
Persian, and Urdu terms follows simplified conventions for the 
sake of readability, without the full diacritical marks that acad­
emic texts typically employ.

I have tried to write in a way that is accessible to readers who may 
have no prior knowledge of Islamic history or Shia tradition, 
while also offering enough depth to be of interest to those who 
are already familiar with the subject. Where Islamic honorifics 
are used, such as "peace be upon himH after the Prophet's name 
or "peace be upon her" after Fatimah's, this reflects the conven­
tions of the tradition being discussed and is intended as a mark 
of respect rather than as a statement of sectarian allegiance.
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INTRODUCTION： WHAT IS AZADARI?

Throughout the book, I use the Islamic calendar alongside the 
Gregorian calendar where it aids clarity. The Islamic calendar is 
lunar, and its years are designated "AH" (After Hijra, referring 
to the Prophet Muhammad's migration from Mecca to Medina 
in 622 CE).

Finally; a word about tone. Azadari is, by its nature, an emo­
tional subject. For those who practise it, the events of Karbala 
are not abstractions； they are deeply personal, deeply felt real­
ities that shape how people understand their relationship with 
God, with justice, and with one another. I have tried to honour 
that emotional reality while maintaining the historian s com­
mitment to accuracy, context, and balanced analysis. Where the 
story is moving, I have not tried to flatten it into dry academic 
prose. Where it is complicated or contested, I have not tried 
to smooth over the difficulties. The result, I hope, is a book 
that is both informative and readable, one that does justice to 
a remarkable tradition while inviting the reader to engage with 
it thoughtfully and on its own terms.

The Geography Of Grief

One of the remarkable features of azadari is its geographical 
reach. From its origins in the deserts of seventh-century Iraq, 
the tradition has spread to every corner of the globe, adapt­
ing to local cultures and languages while retaining its essential 
character. Today, mourning for Hussain takes place in settings 
as diverse as the ornate husayniyyahs of Qom and Mashhad, 
the historic imambargahs of Lucknow and Hyderabad, the 
converted community centres of suburban Chicago and outer 
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Melbourne, and the open-air gatherings of rural Nigeria and 
Madagascar.

Each regional expression of azadari has its own flavour, shaped 
by the local culture in which it has taken root. The Persian 
tradition emphasises taziyeh performances and the recitation 
of KashifTs prose. The subcontinental tradition treasures the 
marsiya, the elaborate Urdu elegy that reached its peak in the 
hands of Mir Anis and Mirza Dabeer. The Arab tradition 
favours the latmiyyah, a rhythmic mourning chant that is at 
once simple in form and devastating in emotional impact. The 
East African tradition, shaped by the Khoja communities of the 
Indian Ocean diaspora, blends subcontinental literary forms 
with the communal solidarity of the African context.

These regional variations are not deviations from a single cor­
rect form of azadari. They are evidence of the tradition's re­
markable capacity for cultural translation, its ability to take root 
in new soil and produce new fruit while remaining connected to 
the same source. The grief is the same grieg the story is the same 
story, but the forms in which they are expressed are as varied as 
the human cultures that have embraced them.

This geographical and cultural diversity will be a recurring 
theme throughout this book. At each stage of the historical 
narrative, we will see how azadari has been shaped by the specific 
political, cultural, and social conditions in which it has been 
practised. Understanding this diversity is essential to appreciat­
ing the richness of the tradition and to avoiding the reductive 
tendency to treat azadari as a monolithic phenomenon that 
looks the same everywhere.
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INTRODUCTION： WHAT IS AZADARJ?

The Emotional World

Before we turn to the historical narrative, a few words about 
what azadari actually feels like for those who have not experi­
enced it firsthand. The mourning tradition operates at a level 
of emotional intensity that can be surprising, even alarming, to 
uninitiated observers. The weeping that occurs in a well-con­
ducted majlis is not polite, restrained tears. It is often deep, 
convulsive sobbing, a kind of grief that seems to come from a 
place beyond ordinary emotion.

This intensity is not accidental. It is cultivated by the reciters 
and speakers who lead the mourning gatherings, and it is valued 
by the participants as a sign of genuine spiritual engagement. 
The ability of a reciter to move an audience to tears is the pri­
mary measure ofhis skill, and the greatest reciters are those who 
:an create an emotional atmosphere so powerful that even the 
nost stoic members of the audience are reduced to weeping.

The emotional intensity of azadari raises important questions 
about the relationship between emotion and spirituality, be­
tween the hean and the mind, between feeling and understand­
ing. These questions do not have simple answers, but they are 
worth keeping in mind as we trace the history of a tradition that 
has placed the cultivation of grief at the very centre of religious 
life.

The tears of azadari are not merely personal. They are commu­
nal, shared, and sacred. When an audience weeps together in a 
mourning assembly, something happens that is greater than the 
sum of individual sorrows. A bond is formed, a community is 
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strengthened, and a connection is made, not only between the 
mourners and each other but between the mourners and the 
object of their mourning, the family of the Prophet Muham­
mad, who suffered and died for values that the mourners are 
called upon to uphold.

It is this connection, at once emotional, spiritual, and moral, 
that gives azadari its enduring power. And it is this connection 
that we will trace through the centuries, as we follow the tradi­
tion from the blood-soaked plains of Karbala to the living rooms 
and community halls of the contemporary world.

The Structure Of This Book

This book follows a broadly chronological structure, tracing the 
development of azadari from the seventh century to the pre­
sent day. However, certain chapters are organised thematically 
rather than strictly chronologically, reflecting the fact that some 
aspects of the tradition are best understood as ongoing concerns 
that cut across historical periods rather than as discrete episodes 
within a linear narrative.

Chapter One provides a detailed account of the Battle of Kar­
bala itself the event that is the origin and centre of the entire 
mourning tradition. Chapter Two traces the development of 
mourning practices during the early centuries oflslam, from the 
revolt of the Tawwabun to the emergence of organised com­
munal gatherings and elegiac poetry. Chapter Three examines 
the transformative impact of the Buyid dynasty, which brought 
public, state-sponsored azadari to Baghdad for the first time.
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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS AZADARI?

Chapter Four explores the Safavid revolution in Iran, which 
made mourning for Hussain the central cultural institution of 
an entire empire and produced lasting innovations including 
the rawda-khwani tradition and the taziyeh passion play. Chap­
ter Five turns to the Indian subcontinent, where the mourning 
tradition developed its own distinctive forms, including the 
magnificent marsiya tradition ofUrdu poetry and the elaborate 
imambargah culture of Lucknow and the Deccan.

Chapter Six addresses the controversial physical practices of 
mourning, including chest-beating, chain-beating, and tatbir, 
tracing their history and examining the scholarly debates that 
surround them. Chapter Seven explores the impact of colonial­
ism, modernisation, and authoritarian governance on azadari in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Chapter Eight exam­
ines two transformative events of the late twentieth and early 
,wenty-first centuries: the Iranian Revolution and the resur- 
;ence of mourning in post-Saddam Iraq, including the extra­
ordinary phenomenon of the Arbaeen pilgrimage.

Chapter Nine follows the mourning tradition into the diaspora, 
examining how Shia communities in Western countries have 
adapted their practices to new contexts while seeking to main­
tain the spiritual core of the tradition. Chapter Ten explores 
the theological and philosophical dimensions of azadari, ex­
amining what the tradition teaches about grieg remembrance, 
ethics, and the relationship between the human and the di­
vine. Chapter Eleven turns to the digital revolution, tracing 
the impact of social media, livestreaming, and online platforms 
on the way mourning is produced, shared, and experienced. 
Chapter Twelve examines the new voices that are reshaping 
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contemporary azadari, including women scholars, young peo­
ple forging identity through mourning, converts encountering 
the tradition for the first time, and academics studying it from 
the outside. The Epilogue offers a reflection on the meaning of 
the tradition as a whole and its prospects for the future.

Throughout the book, I have tried to let the tradition speak 
for itself as much as possible, presenting the voices of mourn­
ers, scholars, poets, and practitioners alongside the analytical 
framework of the historian. The result, I hope, is a book that is 
both scholarly and accessible, one that honours the depth and 
beauty of the tradition while subjecting it to the kind ofhonest, 
critical examination that any living tradition deserves.

Let us begin where the story itself begins: on the scorching 
plains of Karbala, in the year 61 after the Hijra.
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Chapter One： The Event That Started
Everything(6i AH / eso CE)

To understand the mourning, one must first understand 
what is being mourned. The events of Karbala did not 
occur in a vacuum. They were the culmination of decades of 

political and spiritual tension within the early Muslim commu­
nity, tensions that began almost immediately after the death of 
the Prophet Muhammad in 632 CE and that would ultimately 
fracture the ummah, the global Muslim community, in ways 
that persist to this day.

The Roots Of Division

When the Prophet Muhammad died in the city of Medina, 
he left behind a community that had been transformed in the 
space of just twenty-three years from a small band of persecuted 
believers into a powerful political and spiritual force that con­
trolled much of the Arabian Peninsula. The question of who 
should lead this community after the Prophet's death was the 
most consequential political question of the seventh century.
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The Shia understanding of this succession is that the Prophet 
had explicitly designated his cousin and son-in-law, Ali ibn Abi 
Klib, as his successor. The event of Ghadir Khumm, in which 
the Prophet is reported to have declared Ali as the 'mawla" 
(master or leader) of all believers, is central to this understand­
ing. For Shia Muslims, this declaration was unambiguous and 
divinely ordained, making Ali the rightful first Imam after the 
Prophet.

However, following the Prophets death, leadership of the com­
munity passed instead to Abu Bakr, then to Umar, and then 
to Uthman, before Ali finally assumed the caliphate in 656 
CE, some twenty-four years after the Prophets passing. Ali s 
caliphate was marked by internal conflict, including the Battle 
of the Camel and the Battle ofSiffin, before he was assassinated 
in 661 CE while praying in the mosque ofKufe.

After Alis death, his eldest son Hasan assumed the caliphate but 
was compelled, under circumstances of political and military 
pressure, to sign a treaty with Muawiyah ibn Abi Sufyan, the 
powerful governor of Syria who had contested Ali's authori­
ty- Under the terms of this treaty, Muawiyah would rule dur­
ing his lifetime, but leadership would then pass to Hasan, or, 
should Hasan no longer be alive, to Hussain. Imam Hasan died 
in 670 CE, and Shia tradition holds that he was poisoned at 
Muawiyahs instigation, though this is debated by historians. 
His death meant that, under the treaty's terms, the caliphate 
should have passed to Hussain upon Muawiyahs death.

The Rise Of Yazid 
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When Muawiyah died in 680 CE, he did not honour the treaty's 
provisions. Instead, he had already secured pledges of allegiance 
for his son, Wzid, effectively transforming the caliphate from 
a contested but theoretically meritocratic institution into a 
hereditary monarchy. This move was deeply controversial, not 
only among the Shia but among many Muslims who saw it as a 
betrayal of Islamic principles.

Wzid ibn Muawiyah was, by most historical accounts, ill-suited 
to the role of leading the Muslim community. Classical histo­
rians describe him as a man more interested in pleasure than in 
piety, fond of hunting, drinking, and entertainment. Whether 
these accounts are exaggerated by hostile sources is a matter of 
historical debate, but what is clear is that *zid lacked the moral 
authority and political legitimacy that his fether had painstak­
ingly accumulated.

Upon assuming power, "^izid demanded the oath of allegiance, 
the bay'ah, from those prominent figures who had not yet given 
it. Chief among these was Hussain ibn Ali, the surviving grand­
son of the Prophet Muhammad and the son of Imam Ali and 
Fatimah al-Zahra. Hussain was, by any measure, one of the most 
revered figures in the Muslim world. He had been personally 
blessed by the Prophet, who is reported to have said,MHussain 
is from me, and I am from Hussain."

The Refusal

Hussain,s refusal to pledge allegiance to Yazid was not merely 
a political act. It was a moral and spiritual declaration. To give 
bay*ah to Yazid would have been to legitimise a ruler whom 
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Hussain considered unfit to lead the Muslim community, a 
ruler whose ascension violated both the terms of the treaty with 
his brother Hasan and, more fundamentally, the principles of 
justice and righteousness that Islam demanded of its leaders.

Hussain is reported to have said, "Someone like me does not 
give allegiance to someone like him." This simple statement 
captures the moral logic of Karbala. For Hussain, the issue was 
not primarily one of political power. It was a question of prin­
ciple. Io remain silent in the face of 血id's tyranny would be to 
participate in the corruption of the Prophet's legacy.

Faced with the demand for allegiance and the implicit threat 
that refusal would carry, Hussain left Medina and travelled to 
Mecca. There, he received hundreds ofletters from the people of 
Kufa, the city in southern Iraq where his father Ali had made his 
capital. The Kufans urged Hussain to come to them, promising 
heir support and pledging to fight alongside him against '\^zid's 
brces.

The Journey To Kufa

Hussain sent his cousin, Muslim ibn Aqeel, to Kufa as an ad­
vance envoy to assess the situation. Muslim initially received 
an enthusiastic reception, with thousands pledging allegiance 
to Hussain. However, Vazid responded swiftly, replacing the 
governor of Kufa with the ruthless Ubaydullah ibn Ziyad, who 
used a combination of threats, bribes, and violence to dismantle 
the support network that had formed around Muslim. Muslim 
ibn Aqeel was captured and executed, but the news ofhis death 
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did not reach Hussain before he set out from Mecca with his 
fiimily and a small band of companions.

Hussain's caravan was modest. It included women, children, 
and elderly members of his family. The total number of men 
capable of fighting was, by most accounts, around seventy-two. 
This was not an army. It was a family and their closest compan­
ions, travelling with the expectation of finding allies in Kufa. 
The presence of women and children in the caravan is telling. 
Hussain was not embarking on a military campaign. He was 
making a journey that he believed would end in a new phase of 
his mission to reform the Muslim community, though he may 
also have been aware that martyrdom was a real possibility.

As the caravan approached Iraq, it was intercepted by a detach­
ment oF¥izid's forces led by Hurr ibn ¥izid al-Tamimi. Hurr, 
acting on orders from Ibn Ziyad, blocked Hussain's path and 
redirected the caravan away from Kufa to the barren plains of 
Karbala, near the banks of the Euphrates River. It was here, on 
the second day of Muharram in the year 61 AH, that Hussain's 
camp was established, and it was here that the final tragedy 
would unfold.

The Siege

Over the following days, the situation at Karbala deteriorat­
ed. Ibn Ziyad sent a large army, ultimately numbering in the 
thousands, under the command of Umar ibn Sa ad. The forces 
surrounded Hussain's camp and, crucially, cut off access to the 
Euphrates, denying water to the entire camp, including the 
women, children, and infents.
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The denial of water is one of the most emotionally powerful 
elements of the Karbala narrative. In the scorching heat of an 
Iraqi desert in early October, the camp endured days of ago­
nising thirst. The image of children crying for water, of infants 
growing weak from dehydration, of Hussains half-brother Ab­
bas attempting to bring water from the river and being killed in 
the attempt, these images are central to the mourning literature 
and rituals of azadari.

During the period of the siege, Hussain made several addresses 
to the opposing army, reminding them of his lineage, his re­
lationship to the Prophet, and the injustice of what they were 
being asked to do. Some individuals from the opposing side, 
moved by Hussain's words and the obvious injustice of what 
was unfolding, defected and joined his camp, knowing that they 
were choosing almost certain death.

The Day Of Ashura

On the tenth of Muharram, the day known forever after as 
Ashura, the final battle took place. It was, by any military stan­
dard, not a battle at all but a massacre. Seventy-two men, weak­
ened by thirst and hunger, faced an army of thousands. They 
fought with extraordinary courage, and the accounts of indi­
vidual heroism on that day form some of the most celebrated 
narratives in Shia literature.

One by one, Hussain's companions went out to fight and were 
killed. The young men of his family, including his nephew 
Qasim ibn Hasan and his son Ali Akbar, were among the mar­
tyrs. The accounts of Ali Akbafs death are particularly moving; 
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he is described as bearing a striking resemblance to the Prophet 
Muhammad, and Hussain's grief at losing him is one of the 
most frequently recounted scenes in azadari.

Perhaps the most heart-rending episode of the day, and the 
one that consistently produces the deepest grief in mourning 
assemblies, is the story of Ali Asghar, Hussain's infant son. With 
no water left in the camp and the baby dying of chirst, Hussain 
brought the infant before the enemy lines, appealing for water 
for the child. In response, an archer, identified in most sources as 
Hurmala ibn Kahil, shot an arrow that struck the baby's throat, 
killing him in his fathers arms.

After all his companions and male family members had been 
killed, Hussain himself rode out alone to face the army. He 
fought until he was struck by multiple blows and arrows. 
Wounded and exhausted, he fell to the ground, where he was 
finally killed by Shimr ibn Dhil-Jawshan, who severed his head 
while Hussain lay prostrate. The date was the tenth of Muhar­
ram, 61 AH, corresponding to the tenth of October, 680 CE.

The Aftermath

The killing did not end with Hussain's death. The camp was 
looted, the tents were set on fire, and the women and children 
were taken captive. Hussain's son, Ali ibn Hussain, known as 
Zayn al-Abidin (the Qrnament of the Worshippers), survived 
only because he was too ill to fight and was lying sick in his 
tent. He, along with the women and children of the household, 
including Hussains sister Zainab, was taken in chains to Kufa 
and then to Damascus, the capital of the Umayyad caliphate.
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The heads of the martyrs were mounted on spears and carried 
before the captive procession. In Kufa, Lady Zainab delivered a 
sermon in the court of Ibn Ziyad that stands among the most 
powerful pieces of oratory in Islamic history. When Ibn Ziyad 
gloated over the captives and struck Hussain's head with a cane, 
Zainab responded with words that shamed him before his own 
court.

In Damascus, before 应id himselg Zainab delivered another 
searing sermon. She condemned 血id's actions, invoked the 
memory of the Prophet, and prophesied that the blood of Kar­
bala would prove to be 北zid's undoing. These sermons are 
critically important to the history of azadari because they rep­
resent the first public narration of the Karbala tragedy. Zainab 
did not merely mourn； she bore witness. She ensured that the 
story would not be suppressed, that the truth of what happened 
vould outlast the power of those who committed the atrocity.

▲n this sense, Lady Zainab is rightly regarded as the founder of 
azadari. While Hussain's sacrifice provided the substance of the 
mourning, it was Zainab's voice that gave it form. Her sermons 
established the template for the majlis, the mourning assembly 
a public gathering in which the events ofKarbala are recounted, 
their moral significance is explored, and the audience is moved 
to tears.

The Women OfKarbala

No account of the events of Karbala would be complete with­
out a fuller consideration of the role played by the women of 
Hussain's household. While the men fought and died on the 
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battlefield, the women endured a different kind of suffering： the 
agony of watching their husbands, brothers, sons, and fathers 
being killed one by one, the terror of the burning tents, and 
the humiliation of captivity and forced march through hostile 
cities.

We have already seen how Zainab s sermons in the courts of 
Kufa and Damascus preserved the Karbala narrative for pos­
terity. But her role was not confined to oratory. Throughout 
the siege and its aftermath, she was the emotional and practical 
anchor of the household, tending to the sick, comforting the 
grieving, and protecting.the surviving children from further 
harm. She witnessed the deaths of her sons, her nephews, and 
her brother, and she bore these losses with a composure that 
awed even her captors.

Other women of the household also played important roles. 
Umm Kulthum, another sister of Hussain, is remembered for 
her own eloquent speeches during the captivity. Rubab, the 
wife of Hussain, is remembered for her inconsolable grief for her 
infant son Ali Asghar and for her husband. Sakina, the young 
daughter of Hussain, is among the most beloved figures in the 
mourning tradition; her suffering as a child captive, separated 
from her father and subjected to the cruelties of the Umayyad 
court, is a deeply affecting part of the Karbala narrative.

The women of Karbala serve as a reminder that the tragedy was 
not merely a military event. It was a human catastrophe that 
affected entire families, that separated mothers from children 
and wives from husbands, and that inflicted a kind of suffering 
that goes beyond the physical violence of the battlefield. The 
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mourning tradition has always recognised this, and the accounts 
of the womens suffering are among the most emotionally af­
fecting elements of any mourning assembly.

The Survivors And The Testimony

The survival of Ali ibn Hussain, Zayn al-Abidin, was crucial 
for both the Shia religious tradition and the preservation of the 
Karbala narrative. As the only surviving adult male oFHussain's 
direct line, Zayn al-Abidin became the fourth Imam and the 
living link between the sacrifice ofKarbala and the continuation 
of the Prophetic mission.

Zayn al-Abidin's own account of the events of Karbala, trans­
mitted through his descendants and preserved in Shia hadith 
literature, provided the authoritative witness testimony that 
grounded the mourning tradition in historical reality. Com­
bined with the testimonies of the women, particularly Zainab, 
and the accounts of the few non-family survivors and even some 
repentant enemies, this testimony formed the basis of the maq- 
tal literature that would provide the raw material for centuries 
of mourning assemblies.

The care with which this testimony was preserved and trans­
mitted is itself a remarkable feature of the tradition. The Shia 
community understood from the very beginning that the mem­
ory ofKarbala was not merely a matter of historical interest but 
a sacred trust, a narrative that had to be kept alive because it 
contained truths about justice, sacrifice, and the human rela­
tionship with God that were essential to the survival of the faith.
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This sense of sacred responsibility continues to animate the 
mourning tradition today. When a reciter stands at the pulpit of 
a majlis and tells the story of Karbala, he is not simply narrating 
historical events. He is fulfilling a trust that has been passed 
down through more than a thousand years, a trust that began 
with Zainab's voice in the court of Yazid and that has been 
renewed by every generation of mourners since.

The Meaning Of The Sacrifice

What did Hussain's stand at Karbala mean? This is a question 
that has been asked and answered in countless ways over the past 
thirteen centuries, and the answers have shaped not only Shia 
theology but also broader Islamic thought and, indeed, global 
discourses about justice and sacrifice. -

At its most fundamental level, Karbala was a refusal to accept 
injustice. Hussain could have lived. He could have given his 
allegiance to Yazid, returned to Medina, and lived out his days 
in comfort and safety. His refusal to do so was a declaration that 
some principles are worth dying for, that the integrity of the 
Prophefs message was more important than his own survival.

Within Shia theology, Hussain's sacrifice is understood as hav­
ing preserved Islam itself The famous saying, sometimes attrib­
uted to various scholars, that "Islam was founded by Muham­
mad and preserved by Hussain" captures this understanding. 
Without Hussains stand, the argument goes, the Umayyad 
corruption of Islamic governance would have gone unchal­
lenged, and the true spirit of the Prophet's message would have 
been lost.
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But Karbala also carries a universal message that transcends its 
specific religious context. The story resonates with anyone who 
has ever faced the question of whether to speak truth to power, 
whether to compromise with injustice for the sake of personal 
safety, or whether to stand firm on principle even when the 
cost is everything. This is why Hussain has been admired and 
invoked by figures across religious and ideological boundaries. 
Mahatma Gandhi is widely reported to have spoken oflearning 
from Hussain Mhow to be wronged and yet emerge triumphant,M 
and similar sentiments have been expressed by scholars, activists, 
and thinkers from traditions fiir removed from Shia Islam.

The events of Karbala did not end on the tenth of Muharram.
In many ways, they had only just begun. The tragedy set in mo­
tion a chain of responses, revolts, theological developments, and 
cultural practices that would reverberate through the centuries.
rhe first and most immediate of these responses, the movement 

the Tawwabun, will be the subject of the next chapter. But
the mourning, the azadari, that began with Zainab,s voice in the 
courts ofKufe and Damascus would grow into one of the most 
extraordinary and enduring traditions of devotion the world 
has ever seen.
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Centuries (tth-ioth Century CE)

The blood had barely dried on the sands of Karbala before 
the first stirrings of organised mourning and resistance 
began. The trajectory of azadari in its earliest centuries is a story 

of grief channelled into action, of underground devotion main­
tained against hostile political power, and of literary and theo­
logical traditions that would lay the foundations for everything 

that followed.

The Tawwabun: Grief Becomes Revolt

The immediate reaction to the news of Hussain's martyrdom 
was one of shock and guilt, particularly in the city of Kufa. 
The Kufans had invited Hussain to come to them. They had 
promised their support. And yet, when the moment came, they 
had failed him. Whether through fear, coercion, or simple moral 
weakness, the people of Kufa had stood by while the grandson 
of the Prophet was slaughtered less than a hundred kilometres 

from their city.

29



CHAPTER TWO： MOURNING INTHEEARLYCENTURIES...

This collective guilt gave birth co the movement of the 
Tawwabun, a word that means "the Penitents." Led by Su- 
layman ibn Surad al-Khuza'i, a companion of the Prophet 
Muhammad, the Tawwabun were a group of Kufon Shia who 
resolved to atone for their failure to support Hussain by ris­
ing up against the Umayyad forces that had killed him. Their 
movement was explicitly framed as an act of repentance, a way 
of washing away the sin of having abandoned the Prophet's 
grandson.

In 65 AH (684 CE), four years after the massacre at Karbala, the 
Tawwabun gathered at the tomb of Hussain. This gathering is 
significant in the history of azadari because it represents the first 
recorded instance of communal mourning at Hussain's grave. 
The Tawwabun wept at the grave for an entire day and night 
before setting out on their ill-fated military campaign against 
he Umayyad army. Most of them, including Sulayman ibn 
urad, were killed in the ensuing battle near Ayn al-Warda in

January 685 CE.

The Tawwabun movement established several patterns that 
would become central to azadari. First, it connected mourning 
with action, insisting that grief for Hussain must translate into 
a commitment to justice. Second, it established the practice of 
visiting Hussains grave as an act of devotion. Third, it demon­
strated that the memory of Karbala could serve as a powerful 
mobilising force, capable of inspiring people to risk their lives 
in pursuit of what they believed to be right.

The Mukhtar Rebellion

30



DR. SAIYED ALIAL-RAZAVI

Shortly after the defeat of the Tawwabun, another Kufan 
uprising took shape under the leadership of al-Mukhtar ibn 
Abi Ubayd al-Thaqafi. Mukhtar's revolt, which began in 66 
AH (685 CE), was more militarily successful than that of the 
Tawwabun. He managed to seize control of Kufa and parts of 
Iraq, and his forces hunted down and executed many of the in­
dividuals directly responsible for the killing of Hussain and his 
companions at Karbala, including Umar ibn Sa ad and Shimr 
ibn Dhil-Jawshan.

Mukhtafs campaign of retribution is remembered in Shia tra­
dition with a mixture of satisfaction and ambivalence. His po­
litical motivations were not purely altruistic, and his relation­
ship with the surviving Imam, Ali ibn Hussain Zayn al-Abidin, 
was complicated. The Imam neither endorsed nor directly op­
posed Mukhtafs actions. Nonetheless, the fact that the killers 
of Hussain were brought to justice during Mukhtafs brief pe­
riod of power became an important element in the collective 
memory of the Shia community.

Mukhtarwas eventually defeated and killed in 67 AH (687 CE), 
but his revolt reinforced the connection between the memory 
of Karbala and the pursuit of justice. It also demonstrated the 
political potency of Hussain s legacy, a potency that successive 
rulers would alternately exploit and suppress throughout the 
centuries that followed.

Mourning Under The Umayyads

The Umayyad dynasty; which ruled the Muslim world from 
661 to 750 CE, was generally hostile to Shia mourning practices.
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The Umayyads had, after all, been responsible for Karbala, and 
any public mourning for Hussain was implicitly an indictment 
of their legitimacy. Under most Umayyad rulers, open expres­
sions of grief for Hussain were dangerous, and the Shia com­
munity had to maintain their mourning in private.

Despite this, the tradition of mourning persisted and even 
deepened during the Umayyad period. Private gatherings in 
homes, whispered recitations of poetry lamenting Hussain s 
fate, and quiet visits to the grave at Karbala all continued, 
often at considerable personal risk. The Umayyad authori­
ties periodically attempted to prevent pilgrimages to Hussain's 
tomb, sometimes posting guards and threatening punishment 
for those who visited. None of these measures succeeded in 
extinguishing the practice.

Vhe Umayyad period also saw the development of an important 
terary tradition: the ritha, or elegy, for Hussain. Arab poets, 

iven some who were not themselves Shia, composed poems 
mourning the events of Karbala. These elegies served a dual 
purpose. They preserved the memory of the tragedy in literary 
form, ensuring that the details would not be forgotten, and they 
provided a vehicle for expressing grief that could circulate more 
widely than oral accounts alone.

The Role Of The Imams

The Shia Imams who succeeded Hussain played a crucial role 
in shaping and sustaining azadari during these early centuries. 
Imam Ali ibn Hussain, Zayn al-Abidin, the fourth Imam and 

32



DR. SAIYED ALIAL-RAZAVI

the sole surviving adult male of Hussain*s line, is a figure of 
particular importance here.

Zayn al-Abidin's response to Karbala was not one of armed 
revolt but of spiritual depth. He channelled his grief into 
devotion, producing a remarkable collection of supplications 
known as the Sahifa al-Sajjadiyyah, which is sometimes called 
the "Psalms of Islam/1 While the Sahifa is not explicitly about 
Karbala, it is permeated by a consciousness of suffering, injus­
tice, and the human need for divine consolation that clearly 
reflects the Imam*s experience as a survivor of che massacre.

Zayn al-Abidin also used his public presence, limited though it 
was under Umayyad surveillance, to keep the memory of Kar­
bala alive. There are accounts of the Imam weeping whenever 
he was presented with food or water, remembering the thirst 
and hunger of his father and family at Karbala. This practice 
of connecting daily life to the memory of Hussains suffering 
would become a hallmark of Shia devotional culture.

The subsequent Imams, from Muhammad al-Baqir (the fifth 
Imam) through to the later Imams of the Twelver line, con­
tinued to encourage the remembrance of Hussain. There are 
numerous traditions attributed to these Imams that specifically 
encourage weeping for Hussain, reciting poetry about his mar­
tyrdom, and gathering to remember the events of Karbala.

Imam Ja far al-Sadiq, the sixth Imam, who lived during the 
transitional period between the Umayyad and Abbasid dynas­
ties, is particularly important in this context. He is reported to 
have said, MEvery day is Ashura, and every land is Karbala," a 
statement that universalises the significance of Hussain's sacri­
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fice and makes mourning not merely an annual obligation but 
a continuous spiritual practice. Al-Sadiq also encouraged his 
followers to hold gatherings during Muharram to remember 
Hussain, and he is reported to have wept upon hearing elegies 
recited about Karbala.

These encouragements from the Imams provided the theolog­
ical legitimacy that sustained azadari through periods of perse­
cution. When mourning for Hussain was politically dangerous, 
the knowledge that it was religiously mandated gave believers 
the courage to continue. The Imams' own example of grief 
served as a model for their followers, establishing that mourning 
was not a sign of weakness but an expression of spiritual depth 
and moral commitment.

The Early Abbasid Period

rhe Abbasid revolution of 750 CE overthrew the Umayyad 
dynasty, and the new rulers initially presented themselves as 
champions of the Ahl al-Bayt. The Abbasid propaganda ma­
chine had exploited the memory ofKarbala and the suffering of 
the Prophet's Emily to mobilise support for their revolt against 
the Umayyads. Their battle cry, quite literally; was revenge for 
the blood of the Prophet's household.

However, once in power, the Abbasids proved to be no more 
sympathetic to the Shia cause than the Umayyads had been. The 
Abbasid caliphs quickly established that they, not the descen­
dants ofAli and Fatimah, were the legitimate rulers of the Mus­
lim world. The Shia Imams were kept under close surveillance, 
and several were imprisoned or poisoned. Public expressions 
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of Shia identity, including mourning for Hussain, remained 
politically sensitive.

Despite this, the Abbasid period saw a gradual expansion of 
mourning practices. The shift from the Umayyad capital of 
Damascus to the new Abbasid capital of Baghdad, which was 
much closer to the Shia population centres of southern Iraq, 
created conditions in which Shia cultural and religious practices 
could develop more freely, even if official tolerance was incon­
sistent.

The city of Karbala itself grew during this period as a centre 
of pilgrimage. The tomb of Hussain became an increasingly 
elaborate structure, rebuilt and expanded over the centuries 
despite periodic destruction by hostile rulers. The practice of 
ziyarat, visiting the shrine and reciting specific prayers, became 
more formalised, with texts of visitation prayers attributed to 
the Imams circulating among the Shia community.

Poetry As Mourning

The development of elegiac poetry for Hussain continued and 
intensified during the Abbasid period. Several Arab poets be­
came renowned for their marsiyyas, or elegies, commemorating 
Karbala. These poems were not merely literary exercises; they 
were acts of devotion, composed and recited as contributions 
to the living tradition of mourning.

The poet Di'bil ibn Ali al-Khuza'i, who lived in the late eighth 
and early ninth centuries, is one of the most celebrated early 
composers of Hussaini poetry. His elegy, "Madarisun Ayatun," 
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which laments the suffering of the Ahl al-Bayt, is said to have 
been recited before Imam Ali al-Rida, the eighth Imam, who 
wept upon hearing it. This anecdote illustrates the close rela­
tionship between poet% mourning, and the Imams' own emo­
tional engagement with the memory of Karbala.

The elegiac tradition served a crucial function in preserving and 
transmitting the details of the Karbala narrative. In a culture 
where oral transmission was at least as important as written text, 
poems that could be memorised and recited provided a vehicle 
for keeping the story alive across generations and geographical 
distances. The emotional power of poetry, its ability to convey 
grief in a way that prose alone could not, made it an ideal medi­
um for azadari.

As the tradition developed, the content of the elegies expanded 
?eyond the specific events of Ashura to encompass the broader 
ufFering of the Ahl al-Bayt, from the death of the Prophet 

through the persecution of the Imams. This expansion reflected 
a growing Shia historical consciousness in which Karbala was 
understood not as an isolated event but as the most dramatic 
episode in a long pattern of injustice against the Prophet's fam- 
ily. 、、 '

The Emergence Of Communal Gatherings

By the ninth and tenth centuries, the practice ofholding organ­
ised gatherings to mourn Hussain had become well established 
in Shia communities across the Muslim world. These gather­
ings, which would eventually evolve into the formal institution 
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of the majlis, typically included the recitation of elegiac poetry, 
the narration of the events of Karbala, and communal weeping.

The format of these early gatherings is not fully documented, 
but it is clear that they involved a speaker or reciter who would 
recount the events of Karbala in a way designed to move the 
audience to tears. This is the essential structure of the majlis as 
it exists today, and its roots in these early centuries are unmis­
takable.

The political context in which these gatherings took place varied 
enormously. In some regions and periods, they were held open- 
ly, with the tacit or explicit permission of local rulers. In oth­
ers, they were clandestine affairs, held in private homes under 
the constant threat of discovery and punishment. This oscilla­
tion between public and private mourning would characterise 
azadari for centuries, until the emergence of the first state that 
would make public mourning not just permissible but official.

The Theological Foundations

During these early centuries, the theological foundations of 
azadari were also being articulated. Scholars compiled the tradi­
tions of the Prophet and the Imams that encouraged mourning 
for Hussain, and they developed theological arguments for why 
such mourning was not merely permissible but meritorious.

One of the most important theological arguments concerned 
the concept of Mthawab,'r or spiritual reward. Traditions attrib­
uted to the Imams stated that God rewards those who weep for 
Hussain, that the tears shed for the martyrs of Karbala are val­
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ued in the sight of God, and that the remembrance ofHussains 
sacrifice draws the believer closer to the divine. These traditions 
provided a powerful incentive for mourning and ensured that 
azadari was understood not as a cultural custom but as a reli­
gious practice with genuine spiritual significance.

Another important theological development was the articula­
tion of the concept of intercession, or shafa'ah. The belief that 
Hussain, as a martyr who sacrificed everything for the sake of 
God and justice, has the power to intercede on behalf of those 
who mourn him added another layer of meaning to azadari. 
Mourning became not only an expression of grief and solidarity 
but also a means of seeking spiritual benefit and divine favour.

These theological developments were not without controversy. 
Some Muslim scholars, particularly those outside the Shia tra­
ction, questioned whether elaborate mourning practices were 
：onsistent with Islamic teachings on patience and acceptance 

of Gods will. These debates would intensify in later centuries, 
but even in the early period, there were voices that challenged 
the theological basis of azadari. The Shia scholarly response, 
drawing on the traditions of the Imams and the example of 
the Prophet himself who is reported to have wept for Hussain 
even before the events ofKarbala occurred, laid the groundwork 
fbr a strong defence of mourning that has been refined and 
elaborated over the centuries.

The Pilgrimage Tradition

The development of pilgrimage to Hussains grave at Karbala 
during these early centuries deserves special attention, as it 
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would become one of the most enduring and significant expres­
sions of azadari. Despite repeated attempts by hostile rulers to 
prevent access to the grave, to destroy the shrine, and even to 
obliterate all traces of the burial site, the pilgrimage tradition 
persisted and grew.

The earliest pilgrimages were simple acts of devotion： individ­
uals or small groups travelling to the site of the grave, reciting 
prayers, and weeping for the martyrs. As the tradition devel­
oped, specific prayers and rituals of visitation (ziyarat) were for­
mulated, many of them attributed to the Imams. These ziyarat 
texts are among the most beautiful and moving prayers in the 
Shia devotional repertoire, and they remain in active use today.

The Ziyarat Ashura, attributed to Imam Muhammad al-Baqir, 
is perhaps the most widely recited of these texts. It is a for­
mal address to Hussain that expresses grief for his martyrdom, 
curses those who killed him, and pledges allegiance to his cause. 
The recitation of Ziyarat Ashura is considered a meritorious act 
that can be performed from any location, not only at the grave 
itself^ and it is a standard part ofMuharram observances in Shia 
communities worldwide.

The physical shrine at Karbala was repeatedly destroyed and 
rebuilt during the early centuries. The Abbasid caliph al-Mu- 
tawakkil, who was particularly hostile to Shia practices, or­
dered the destruction of the shrine in 850 CE and had the site 
ploughed over in an attempt to erase it from the landscape. Ac­
cording to Shia tradition, the site was miraculously preserved, 
and pilgrims continued to visit it even in its damaged state. 
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The shrine was rebuilt after al-Mutawakkil s death and has been 
expanded and embellished many times since.

The persistence of pilgrimage in the face of such determined 
opposition is a powerful illustration of the resilience of azadari. 
The connection between the Shia community and the physical 
site of Hussain's martyrdom proved to be unbreakable, and the 
shrine at Karbala became, over time, one of the most visited and 
revered sites in the Muslim world.

The Kufan Context

The city of Kufa deserves particular attention in the early his­
tory of azadari. Kufa was not merely the city that had invited 
Hussain and then failed to support him. It was also the city 
that had served as Imam Ali s capital, the base from which the 
?urth caliph had governed the Muslim world during his brief 
nd turbulent caliphate. The Kufan Shia community, despite 

its failure at Karbala, remained one of the largest and most 
important Shia populations in the Muslim world throughout 
the early centuries.

The guilt that the Kufans felt over their abandonment of Hus­
sain became a formative element of Shia collective memory. It 
served as both a warning and a motivation: a warning against 
the sin of inaction in the face of injustice, and a motivation 
to ensure that such a failure would never be repeated. The 
Tawwabun movement was the first expression of this guilt-dri­
ven activism, but the impulse it represented, the determination 
to atone for past failure through present commitment, became 
a permanent feature of Shia spirituality.
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Kufas role in the early mourning tradition was also shaped by its 
proximity to the holy sites. The city was close enough to Karbala 
and Najaf to maintain direct connections with the shrines, yet 
large and urban enough to support a substantial scholarly and 
literary community. Many of the earliest elegies for Hussain 
were composed by Kufan poets, and many of the traditions that 
encouraged mourning were transmitted through Kufan chains 
of narration.

The eventual decline of Kufa as a major urban centre did not 
diminish its symbolic importance. In the collective memory of 
the Shia community, Kufa remained the city of both promise 
and betrayal, the place where loyalty to the Ahl al-Bayt had been 
professed and then abandoned. This dual identity made Kufo 
a powerful symbol within the mourning tradition, a reminder 
that professions of faith must be matched by actions and that 
the worst form of treachery is the betrayal of one's own stated 
principles.

The Developing Ritual Calendar

By the ninth and tenth centuries, a ritual calendar of mourning 
had begun to take shape that extended beyond the single day 
of Ashura. The first ten days of Muharram, from the first of 
the month through to the tenth (the day of the battle), became 
established as a period of sustained mourning, with each day 
associated with specific episodes from the Karbala narrative.

The eighth of Muharram, the day on which the water sup­
ply to Hussain's camp was cut o& became a day of particular 
observance, with mourners abstaining from drinking water in 
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solidarity with the thirst suffered by the family of Hussain. The 
seventh was associated with Qasim ibn Hasan, Hussain's young 
nephew who was martyred on the battlefield. The ninth was 
the day of final preparations and farewells, when Hussain is 
reported to have asked the enemy for one more night to pray 
and worship God.

Beyond Muharram, the twentieth of Safar, which marks the 
fortieth day after Ashura and is known as Arba'een (or 
Chehlum in the subcontinental tradition), also became an im­
portant observance. The significance of the fortieth day in Mid­
dle Eastern mourning customs, where forty days traditionally 
marks the end of the formal mourning period, gave this date 
special resonance. The Arba'een observance would eventually 
grow into the massive pilgrimage described in Chapter Eight, 
)ut its origins lie in these early centuries, when it was first es- 
ablished as a day for visiting the grave ofHussain and renewing 

one's commitment to his cause.

Other dates in the Islamic calendar also acquired associations 
with mourning. The birthdays of the Imams were occasions 
for celebration, but the death anniversaries of the Imams, par­
ticularly those who were believed to have been martyred, be­
came occasions for mourning that, while less intense than the 
Muharram observances, followed similar patterns of recitation, 
lamentation, and communal gathering.

This developing ritual calendar created a year-round framework 
for the practice of azadari, ensuring chat the memory ofKarbala 
and the broader experience of the Ahl al-Bayfs suffering were 
never far from the consciousness of the Shia community. The 
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rhythm of mourning and remembrance that this calendar es­
tablished became one of the defining features of Shia religious 
life, a pattern of spiritual practice that marked the passage of 
time with meaning and purpose.

The Formation Of A Mourning Culture

By the end of the period covered in this chapter, the essen­
tial elements of a Shia mourning culture had been established. 
The narrative of Karbala had been preserved and transmitted 
through multiple channels: historical accounts, hadith litera­
ture, elegiac poetry, and the oral traditions of the Imams and 
their followers. The theological justification for mourning had 
been articulated, drawing on traditions that established weep­
ing for Hussain as a meritorious act and connecting mourning 
to the broader Shia understanding of justice, suffering, and sal­
vation.

The communal dimension of mourning had also been estab­
lished, with organised gatherings providing a regular framework 
for the retelling of the Karbala narrative and the expression of 
shared grieE The pilgrimage to Hussain s shrine at Karbala had 
become a cherished practice, connecting the community to the 
physical site of the tragedy and creating a sense of continuity 
between past and present.

What was still missing was the public, state-sanctioned dimen­
sion that would transform azadari from a practice of commu­
nities and individuals into a defining feature of public life. That 
transformation was about to begin, and it would change the face 

of mourning forever.
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Chapter Three: The Buyid Dynasty 
and the Public Turn (ioth Century CE)

For more than three centuries after Karbala, Shia mourning 
had been primarily a private affair, an underground cur­
rent flowing beneath the surface of a political order that was, at 

best, indifferent co it and, at worst, actively hostile. The tenth 
century changed everything. The rise of the Buyid dynasty in 
the heart of the Muslim world brought Shia power to the very 
centre of the caliphate and, with it, the first state sponsorship of 
public azadari. This transformation was not merely a political 
event. It was a watershed moment in the history of mourning 
itself^ establishing patterns and precedents that would shape the 
practice for centuries to come.

The Rise Of The Buyids

The Buyids, also known as the Buwayhids, were a Persian Shia 
dynasty from the Daylam region of northern Iran, near the 
Caspian Sea. In the early decades of the tenth century, three 
brothers, Ali, Hasan, and Ahmad, established themselves as 
military leaders and gradually extended their control over large 
parts of Iran and Iraq. In 945 CE, Ahmad ibn Buya entered 
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Baghdad and took control of the Abbasid capital, inaugurating 
a period of Buy id dominance that would last for over a century;

The Buyids' seizure of Baghdad was remarkable for what it did 
and did not change. The Abbasid caliph remained in place as a 
figurehead, providing a veneer of Sunni legitimacy to the po­
litical order, but real power lay with the Buyid amirs who con­
trolled the military and the administration. This arrangement 
was politically pragmatic. The Buyids recognised that removing 
the caliph entirely would provoke opposition they could not 
afford, so they chose instead to rule through him, maintaining 
the outward forms of the existing order while reshaping its 
content according to their own Shia convictions.

This pragmatism extended to religious policy. The Buyids did 
not attempt to convert the majority Sunni population ofBagh- 
lad or Iraq to Shiism. Instead, they pursued a policy of Shia 
cultural assertion alongside broad religious tolerance. They pa­
tronised Shia scholars, endowed Shia shrines, and, most signif­
icantly for our purposes, introduced public ceremonies com­
memorating key events in Shia history.

The Decree Of 963 Ce

The pivotal moment came in the year 352 AH (963 CE), when 
the Buyid amir Mu'izz al-Dawla issued a decree ordering the 
public observance of Ashura in Baghdad. This decree mandated 
the closure of markets and shops on the tenth of Muharram, 
the draping of buildings in black cloth, and the organisation of 
public mourning processions through the streets of the capital.
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This was, as far as historical records indicate, the first time in 
Islamic history that azadari was officially sanctioned and pro­
moted by a ruling power. It is hard to overstate how much this 
mattered. For more than three hundred years, mourning for 
Hussain had been an act of resistance, a counter-cultural prac­
tice maintained in the face of political hostility. Now, suddenly, 
it was state policy.

The public observances that followed the decree were elaborate 
affairs. Processions wound through the streets of Baghdad, with 
mourners dressed in black, beating their chests and lamenting 
the fate of Hussain and his family. Food and drink were dis­
tributed to the public, a practice that would become a defining 
feature ofMuharram observances in many cultures. The sounds 
of lamentation filled the cit)G and for the first time, the grief of 
the Shia community was visible and audible in the public spaces 
of the most important city in the Muslim world.

Sectarian Tensions

The introduction of public mourning was not, however, with­
out consequences. Baghdad in the tenth century was a cos­
mopolitan city with a religiously diverse population, and not 
everyone welcomed the new observances. Sunni residents of the 
city viewed the public mourning with suspicion and, in some 
cases, open hostility.

Tensions were heightened by the fact that Mu'izz al-Dawlas 
decree did not merely establish Ashura as a day of mourning. 
It also ordered public celebrations on the eighteenth of Dhul 
Hijjah, the anniversary of Ghadir Khumm, when the Prophet 
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Muhammad is believed by the Shia to have designated Ali as his 
successor. This celebration was perceived by many Sunnis as a 
direct challenge to the legitimacy of the first three caliphs, and 
it provoked considerable resentment.

The result was periodic sectarian violence. Historical sources 
record several incidents during the Buyid period in which 
Muharram processions and Ghadir celebrations were met with 
counter-demonstrations and, at times, physical clashes. Some 
Sunni scholars and communities responded to the Shia obser­
vances by promoting their own commemorations on the same 
dates, creating a charged atmosphere of competing public ritu­
als.

These sectarian tensions should not be exaggerated, however. 
For much of the Buyid period, the coexistence between Sun- 
ii and Shia communities in Baghdad was remarkably stable, 
naintained by a combination of political management, shared 

commercial interests, and genuine intellectual exchange. The 
Buyid court was a centre of learning that attracted scholars of 
all backgrounds, and the period is generally remembered as one 
of cultural flourishing rather than unrelenting conflict.

Nevertheless, the introduction of public azadari did establish 
mourning as a marker of sectarian identity in a way that it had 
not been before. When mourning was private, it was invisible 
to the broader community. When it became public, it became 
something else entirely： a statement, a declaration of Shia pres­
ence and power that inevitably generated responses, both posi­
tive and negative.
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The Institutionalisation Of Mourning

Beyond the public processions, the Buyid period saw the insti­
tutionalisation of azadari in several important ways. The Buyids 
invested heavily in the infrastructure of Shia devotion, repairing 
and expanding the shrines at Karbala and Naja£ endowing reli­
gious schools, and supporting the scholarly class that produced 
the theological and literary works underpinning the mourning 
tradition.

The development of dedicated spaces for mourning was partic­
ularly significant. While the exact origins of the husayniyyah, 
or mourning hall, are debated, it is clear that during the Buyid 
period, the practice of holding mourning gatherings in desig­
nated spaces became more formalised. These spaces provided a 
physical infrastructure for azadari, a permanent home for the 
tradition that made it less dependent on the goodwill of indi­
vidual households or the availability of mosques.

The Buyid patronage of scholarship also contributed to the 
development of the mourning tradition. The great Shia schol­
ar al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022 CE), who was active during 
the Buyid period, produced important works of theology and 
history that helped to systematise Shia beliefs and practices, 
including those related to the remembrance of Karbala. His 
student, al-Sharif al-Murtada, and the subsequent generation of 
scholars continued this work, creating a body of religious liter­
ature that provided both the content for mourning gatherings 
and the theological framework that justified them.

The Fatimid Parallel 
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While the Buyids were establishing public azadari in Baghdad 
and Iraq, a parallel development was taking place in Egypt un­
der the Fa timid dynasty. The Fatimids, who were Ismaili Shia 
rather than Twelver Shia, established their own forms of public 
Muharram observance after their conquest of Egypt in 969 CE.

The Fatimid observance of Ashura in Cairo was somewhat dif­
ferent from the Buyid model in Baghdad. The Fatimids placed 
greater emphasis on the festive and ceremonial aspects of the 
occasion, incorporating it into a broader calendar of state-spon­
sored religious events that served to legitimise their rule and 
distinguish their court from that of the rival Abbasid caliphs. 
The mourning element was present but was embedded within 
a more elaborate ritual framework that reflected the distinctive 
character of Ismaili religious practice.

Tie coexistence of these two models of public Shia com mem­
ration, the Buyid model in the east and the Fatimid model in 

■he west, illustrates the diversity that has always characterised 
azadari. Even within the broad category of Shia Islam, the forms 
and emphases of mourning have varied significantly; shaped by 
local cultures, political contexts, and sectarian differences.

The Development Of Mourning Literature

The Buyid period was also significant for the development 
of the mourning literature that would form the backbone of 
azadari in subsequent centuries. Two forms of literary produc­
tion are particularly important： the maqtal,or narrative account 
of Hussain's martyrdom, and the elegiac poetry that accompa­
nied mourning gatherings.
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The maqtal genre, which had its roots in the earliest historical 
accounts of Karbala, became more elaborate and standardised 
during this period. The most influential early maqtal is that 
of Abu Mikhnaf Lut ibn 北hya, who wrote his account in 
the eighth century; but the genre continued to develop as later 
writers added detail, elaborated on episodes, and incorporated 
traditions attributed to the Imams. These maqtal texts provid­
ed the narrative material that speakers in mourning assemblies 
would draw upon, and they established a canonical sequence of 
events and episodes that remains remarkably consistent across 
the azadari tradition to this day.

The elegiac poetry of the Buyid period reached new heights 
of sophistication. Poets such as al-Sharif al-Radi (d. 1016 CE), 
who was also a distinguished scholar and the compiler of Nahj 
al-Balagha (a collection of Imam Ali's sermons and letters), 
composed powerful elegies for Hussain that combined literary 
artistry with deep theological reflection. Al-Radi's poetry, in 
particular, is notable for its ability to evoke the emotional inten­
sity of Karbala while also engaging with the broader questions 
of justice, faith, and human dignity that the event raised.

The poetry ofMihyar al-Daylami (d. 1037 CE), a convert from 
Zoroastrianism who became one of the most celebrated Arabic 
poets of his era, also contributed significantly to the mourn­
ing tradition. Mihyafs elegies for Hussain are characterised by 
a raw emotional power that reflects the converts passionate 
embrace of Shia devotion. His work demonstrates how azadari 
could draw in and transform people from diverse backgrounds, 
creating a community of mourning that transcended ethnic, 
linguistic, and even religious boundaries.
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The Politics Of Public Mourning

The Buyid sponsorship of public azadari was not, of course, 
purely a matter of religious devotion. It was also a political 
act, a way of asserting Shia identity and Buyid legitimacy in 
a complex political world. By making mourning for Hussain 
a public, state-sanctioned practice, the Buyids were signalling 
their alignment with the Ahl al-Bayt and, by extension, their 
opposition to the Umayyad legacy that the Abbasid caliphate 
had inherited.

This political dimension of azadari would become a recurring 
theme in subsequent centuries. Rulers who wished to appeal 
to Shia populations would promote mourning practices; rulers 
who wished to suppress Shia influence would restrict them. The 
nourning itself remained constant, but the political meaning 
attached to it shifted with the changing currents of power.

The Buyid experience also demonstrated that public mourning 
could serve as a form of social cohesion, creating a shared emo­
tional experience that bound the community together across 
class and status lines. The public processions, the communal 
weeping, the distribution of food, all of these practices created 
a sense of collective identity that was both powerful and, from 
the perspective of hostile authorities, potentially threatening.

Decline Of The Buyids

The Buyid dynasty gradually weakened during the eleventh 
century, undermined by internal divisions and the rising power 
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of the Seljuk Turks, who were Sunni. In 1055 CE, the Seljuk 
leader Tughril Beg entered Baghdad and effectively ended Buyid 
control. The Seljuks were far less sympathetic to Shia practices, 
and the public observance of Ashura was curtailed, though it 
could not be entirely suppressed.

The legacy of the Buyid period, however, was permanent. The 
century of public azadari had transformed the tradition in fun­
damental ways； Mourning for Hussain was no longer only a pri­
vate devotion; it had been shown to be a public, communal, and 
politically significant practice that could command the support 
of a state and the participation of an entire city. The institu­
tional infrastructure, the shrines, the scholarly institutions, the 
literary traditions, that the Buyids had supported continued to 
develop even after their political power waned.

Most importantly, the Buyid period established a precedent. It 
showed that azadari could flourish when given official support, 
and it created a model that later Shia-ruled states would emulate 
and expand upon. The memory of that brief century when 
mourning filled the streets of Baghdad would inspire genera­
tions of Shia Muslims who longed for a political order in which 
their faith could be practised openly and without fear.

The Cultural Flowering

The Buyid period was not only significant for the political pa­
tronage of azadari. It was also a period of extraordinary cultural 
and intellectual flourishing in the Shia world, and much of this 
flourishing was connected, direcdy or indirectly, to the tradition 
of mourning for Hussain.
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Architectural Patronage And The Shrines 

The calligraphy and decorative arts of the Buyid period also 
contributed to the visual culture of azadari. Inscriptions on 
the shrines at Karbala and Naja£ commissioned and funded by 
Buyid patrons, created a permanent visual record of devotion 
that continued to inspire visitors long after the dynasty itself 
had passed from the scene.

The compilation of major Shia hadith collections during this 
period was particularly important for azadari. Works such as 
JSaduq's "Man La Yahduruhu al-Faqih" and al-Tusifs MTahd- 
hib al-Ahkam" preserved the traditions of the Imams that en- 
ouraged mourning for Hussain and described its spiritual re- 
，ards. These collections became authoritative sources for the 

scholars and reciters who shaped the content of mourning gath­
erings, providing a foundation of authenticated material that 
gave the tradition intellectual credibility alongside its emotional 
power.

The great centres of Shia learning that developed during this 
period, in Naja£ in Qpm, in Baghdad itself produced scholars 
whose works would shape Shia theology and jurisprudence for 
centuries to come. Al-Shaykh al-Saduq (d. 991 CE), al-Shaykh 
al-Mufid (d. 1022 CE), al-Sharif al-Murtada (d. 1044 CE), and 
al-Shaykh al-Tusi (d. 1067 CE), these four scholars, sometimes 
called the "Four Pillars'1 of Shia hadith and jurisprudence, were 
all active during or immediately after the Buyid period. Tlieir 
work provided the intellectual framework within which azadari 
would be understood and practised for the next millennium.
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The Buyid investment in the physical infrastructure of Shia 
devotion was one of the most lasting legacies of their rule. The 
shrines at Karbala and Naja£ which had been maintained on 
a modest scale during the Abbasid period, received significant 
expansions and embellishments under Buyid patronage. New 
structures were built to accommodate growing numbers of pil­
grims, and the shrines were adorned with inscriptions, metal­
work, and decorative elements that reflected both the devotion 
of the donors and the artistic sophistication of the period.

The shrine of Imam Ali at Najag in particular, benefited from 
Buyid patronage. The city of Najaf had grown around the 
tomb of the first Imam, and under the Buyids, it became an 
increasingly important centre of Shia learning and pilgrimage. 
The development of Najaf as a scholarly centre had important 
implications for azadari, as the scholars based there produced 
works of theology, jurisprudence, and history that shaped the 
intellectual content of mourning gatherings.

The shrine at Karbala continued to grow in importance as a pil­
grimage destination. The Buyid rulers ensured that the routes 
to Karbala were maintained and that pilgrims could travel in 
reasonable safety, a significant improvement over earlier peri­
ods when pilgrimage to the shrine was actively obstructed by 
hostile authorities. The growth of pilgrimage under the Buyids 
established patterns that would persist for centuries and would 
ultimately culminate in the massive Arba'een pilgrimage of the 
contemporary era.

The investment in shrines and infrastructure had a multipli­
er effect on the mourning tradition. The physical beauty and 
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grandeur of the shrines enhanced the emotional and spiritual 
experience of pilgrimage, creating spaces that were designed to 
inspire awe, grie£ and devotion simultaneously. The inscrip­
tions on the shrine walls, many of which included Quranic vers­
es, hadith texts, and elegiac poetiy, served as permanent records 
of devotion and as prompts for the prayers and meditations that 
pilgrims would perform during their visits.

The Buyid model of shrine patronage established a template 
that later Shia-ruled states would follow. The Safavids, the 
Nawabs ofAwadh, and the various Iraqi governments that have 
maintained the shrines in more recent times have all, in their dif­
ferent ways, continued the tradition of investing in the physical 
infrastructure of Shia devotion that the Buyids initiated.

phe stage was set. Five centuries later, a new dynasty would 
ake everything the Buyids had begun and amplify it beyond 

recognition.
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Chapter Four： The Safavid 
Revolution (16TH-isth Century CE)

If the Buyid period represented the first public flowering of 
azadari, the Safavid era was its full blooming. The estab­
lishment of the Safiivid dynasty in Iran at the beginning of the 

sixteenth century was one of the most consequential events in 
the history of Islam, and its impact on the tradition of mourn­
ing for Hussain was nothing short of revolutionary. Under the 
Safavids, azadari was transformed from a practice of minority 
communities into the central cultural institution of an entire 
empire, with consequences that reverberate to the present day.

The Rise Of The Safavids

The Safavid dynasty emerged from the Safaviyya Sufi order, 
which had been established in the fourteenth century by Sheikh 
Safi al-Din Ardabili in the city of Ardabil in northwestern Iran. 
Over the following two centuries, the order evolved from a 
quietist Sufi brotherhood into a militant political movement 
with strong Shia leanings. By the late fifteenth century, the 
Safavid movement had attracted a devoted following, particu­
larly among the Turkmen tribal confederations of Anatolia and 
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Azerbaijan, whose warriors were known as the Qizilbash (Red 
Heads) for the distinctive red headgear they wore.

In 1501, the young Safavid leader Ismail seized the city oflabriz 
and proclaimed himself Shah oflran. He was just fourteen years 
old. His first official act was to declare Twelver Shiism the state 
religion of his new kingdom, a declaration that would reshape 
the religious life of the Muslim world.

The conversion oflran to Shiism was not an overnight process. 
At the time of Ismail's proclamation, the majority of Iran's 
population was Sunni. The transformation required decades 
of concerted effort, including the importation of Shia scholars 
from established centres of learning such as Jabal Amil in pre­
sent-day Lebanon, Bahrain, and southern Iraq. These scholars 
were tasked with educating the population in Shia theology, 
urisprudence, and practice, and their influence shaped Iranian 
•eligious culture for centuries to come.

The Institutionalisation Of Muharram

The impact of the Safavid project on azadari was immense. 
For the first time in history, mourning for Hussain was not 
merely tolerated or even sponsored by the state； it was man- 
dated as a central feature of public life across an entire empire. 
The Muharram observances, which had been confined to Shia 
communities and had depended on the goodwill of sympathetic 
rulers, became a national institution.

Under the Safavids, the first ten days of Muharram were ob­
served as a period of public mourning throughout Iran. Markets 
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were closed. Buildings were draped in black. Public processions 
wound through the streets of every city, town, and village. The 
state itself participated in the mourning, with the Shah and 
his court attending ceremonies and, in some cases, personally 
leading processions.

The scale and elaborateness of these observances grew steadily 
throughout the Safavid period. What had begun as relatively 
simple processions and gatherings evolved into complex, mul- 
ti-day events incorporating a wide range of artistic, literary, and 
performative elements. The Safavid Muharram became, in ef­
fect, the defining cultural event of the Iranian year, a period of 
intense communal activity that brought together people of all 
social classes in shared acts of mourning and remembrance.

Rawda-khwani: The Reading Of Grief

Perhaps the most significant literary development of the Safavid 
period, in terms of its impact on azadari, was the composition 
and popularisation of the Rawdat al-Shuhada (The Garden of 
the Martyrs) by Husayn Wi'iz Kashifi, written in 1502. This 
Persian prose work compiled and dramatised the narrative of 
Karbala in a style designed for public recitation, and it became 
enormously popular.

The practice of reading aloud from the Rawdat al-Shuhada, 
or from similar texts, in mourning assemblies became known 
as Mrawda-khwaniM (literally, "garden-reading"), and it quickly 
became the central activity of the Shia mourning gathering. The 
rawda-khwan, or reciter, became a professional figure, trained 
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in the art of narrating the events of Karbala with enough emo­
tional power to move the audience to tears.

Kashifis work was not without controversy. Scholars noted 
that it contained embellishments and additions to the historical 
record, incorporating dramatic details that were not found in 
the earliest sources. Some of these additions were drawn from 
popular tradition rather than from authenticated historical ac­
counts, and debates about the accuracy of the material recited in 
mourning assemblies would continue throughout the Safavid 
period and beyond.

Nevertheless, the Rawdat al-Shuhada and the tradition of raw- 
da-khwani that it inspired represented a crucial development 
in the history of azadari. They created a standardised narrative 
framework for mourning gatherings, one that combined his- 
orical information with literary artistry and emotional reso­
nance. The rawda-khwan became rhe central figure of the majlis, 

and the quality of his recitation became the primary determi­
nant of the gathering's spiritual and emotional impact.

The Professionalisation Of Mourning

The Safavid institutionalisation of azadari led to a significant 
professionalisation of the practices associated with it. The raw­
da-khwan was the most prominent example, but other pro­
fessional roles also emerged. Musicians who specialised in the 
mournful melodies associated with Muharram, flag-bearers and 
standard-bearers for processions, organisers of charitable food 
distribution, and craftsmen who produced the elaborate struc- 
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cures and banners used in processions all became established 
parts of the mourning infrastructure.

This professionalisation had both positive and negative conse­
quences. On the positive side, it raised the artistic and organisa­
tional quality of mourning observances, creating a rich cultural 
tradition that could be refined and transmitted across genera­
tions. On the negative side, it introduced commercial consider­
ations into a practice that was fundamentally religious, creating 
tensions between spiritual authenticity and professional per­
formance that would recur throughout the history of azadari.

The Safe vid court's own involvement in mourning was both a 
spiritual and a political act. By participating visibly in azadari, 
the Shah demonstrated his piety and his alignment with the Ahl 
al-Bayt, reinforcing his legitimacy as a Shia ruler. The mourning 
season also provided an annual occasion for the display of royal 
power and generosity, as the court sponsored elaborate proces­
sions and distributed food and charity on a grand scale.

la'ziyeh: The Passion Play

Perhaps the most striking cultural product of the Safavid and 
early post-Safavid period was the development of taziyeh, the 
Shia passion play. Ta'ziyeh (the word means "consolation" or 
“mourning") is a dramatic performance that re-enacts episodes 
from the Karbala narrative, with actors taking the roles of Hus­
sain, his family, his companions, and the forces arrayed against 
them.
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The origins of ta'ziyeh are debated, but most scholars trace its 
development to the Safevid period, when the elaborate pub- 
lic processions of Muharram began to incorporate dramatic 
elements, with participants acting out scenes from the Kar­
bala story. Over time, these dramatic elements became more 
formalised, developing into full-length theatrical performances 
with scripts, costumes, staging, and musical accompaniment.

Tk ziyeh is a unique art form, quite unlike anything else in the 
Islamic cultural tradition. Dramatic performance had gener- 
ally been viewed with suspicion in Muslim societies, and the 
development of a fully theatrical tradition within the context 
of religious mourning was a distinctive achievement of Persian 
Shia culture. The performances were deeply moving, with au- 
diences responding to the dramatised suffering of Hussain and 
his family with genuine tears and expressions of grief.

「he actors who portrayed the villains of the Karbala story often 
wore red to signify their evil nature, while those who played 
the heroes wore green or white. The performances were held 
in °Pen spaces, in courtyards, and eventually in specially con­
structed theatres called tekiyehs. The Safevid and Qajar periods 
saw the construction of elaborate tekiyehs, the most famous 
being the Tekiyeh Dowlat in Tehran, built in the nineteenth 
century under Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar and capable ofholding 
thousands of spectators.

TYziyeh represented a significant expansion of the range of 
azadari. While the majlis and the procession remained central, 
the passion play offered a new and powerful medium for engag­
es with the Karbala narrative. The visual and dramatic impact 
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of seeing the events performed live, of watching actors em­
body the suffering and courage of Hussain and his companions, 
added a dimension to the mourning experience that no amount 
of recitation alone could achieve.

The Scope Of Safavid Change

The Safavid dynasty came to an end in 1736 with the rise of 
Nadir Shah, but its legacy for azadari was permanent and pro­
found. In the space of just over two centuries, the Safavids had 
transformed mourning for Hussain from a minority practice 
into the central cultural institution of one of the largest and 
most powerful states in the Muslim world.

The institutional structures they created, the rawda-khwani tra­
dition, the professional reciter class, the elaborate public pro­
cessions, the taziyeh performances, the state sponsorship of 
mourning, all of these continued after the fall of the dynasty 
and remain recognisable features oflranian azadari to this day.

The Safavids also established a model for the relationship be­
tween political power and religious mourning that would be 
replicated and adapted in other contexts. The idea that a Shia 
state should actively promote and participate in azadari, that 
mourning for Hussain should be a matter of public policy as 
well as private devotion, became a defining feature of Shia polit­
ical culture. This idea would be taken up by subsequent Iranian 
dynasties, by the Nawabs of Awadh in India, and, in a very 
different form, by the Islamic Republic of Iran in the twentieth 
century.
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Above all, the Safavid period demonstrated the extraordinary 
capacity ofazadari to absorb, transform, and enrich the cultural 
life of an entire society. Under the Safavids, mourning for Hus­
sain became not just a religious obligation but a wellspring of 
artistic creativity; producing some of the finest poetry, music, 
and dramatic art in the Persian cultural tradition. The grief of 
Karbala, channelled through the creative energies of a vibrant 
civilisation, produced works of lasting beauty and power.

The Importation Of Scholars

A crucial aspect of the Safavid project was the importation of 
Shia scholars from outside Iran. At the time of Shah Ismail's 
proclamation, Iran lacked a sufficient body of trained Shia ju­
rists and theologians to carry out the enormous task of convert­
ing a largely Sunni population. The Safavids therefore recruited 
:cholars from established centres of Shia learning, most no- 
:ably from Jabal Amil in present-day southern Lebanon, from 
Bahrain, and from the Shia communities of southern Iraq.

These scholars played a formative role in shaping the religious 
culture of Safavid Iran, including its mourning traditions. They 
brought with them the scholarly heritage of the Arab Shia 
world, including the jurisprudential frameworks, the hadith 
literature, and the devotional practices that had been developed 
over centuries in these older communities. At the same time, 
they adapted their teachings to the Persian cultural context, 
creating a synthesis of Arab scholarship and Persian culture that 
gave Safavid Shiism its distinctive character.
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The most prominent of these imported scholars was al-Shaykh 
al-Karaki (d. 1534), also known as al-Muhaqqiq al-Thani, who 
came from Jabal Amil and became one of the most influential 
religious figures in Safavid Iran. Al-Karaki played a key role 
in establishing the legal and institutional framework for Shia 
religious practice in Iran, including the regulation of mourning 
observances.

The relationship between the imported scholars and the Safavid 
court was not always smooth. The scholars brought their own 
ideas about the proper forms of religious practice, which did 
not always align with the preferences of the court or the popular 
traditions of the Iranian population. Debates about the appro­
priate forms of mourning, the accuracy of the material recited 
in rawda-khwani sessions, and the role of the state in regulating 
religious practice were features of intellectual life throughout 
the Safavid period.

The Social Functions Of Safavid Mourning

The institutionalisation of mourning under the Safavids had 
important social functions beyond its religious significance. 
The Muharram season became an annual occasion for the dis­
play of communal solidarity, cutting across class, ethnic, and 
regional divides. The shared experience of mourning created 
bonds between people who might otherwise have little in com­
mon, reinforcing the social cohesion that the Safavid state need­
ed to maintain its authority over a vast and diverse empire.

The distribution of food during Muharram was particularly 
significant on this point. The practice of providing free meals 
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The Qajar Continuation

After the fell of the Safavid dynasty, the mourning tradition 
continued to develop under the Afsharid, Zand, and Qajar dy­
nasties, each of which adopted their own approach to azadari.

(nazri) to mourners and the public during the mourning season 
became deeply embedded in Iranian culture, and it remains one 
of the most visible features of Muharram observances in Iran 
today. The preparation and distribution of nazri food was, and 
remains, an act of devotion that involves entire communities, 
with families and neighbourhoods competing to provide the 
most generous and delicious offerings.

The gender dynamics of Safavid mourning also deserve at­
tention. While public processions were primarily male affairs, 
women played a crucial role in the mourning tradition through 
their organisation of private gatherings, their preparation of 
nazri food, and their transmission of the Karbala narrative with- 
in the domestic sphere. Women s mourning gatherings, held 
separately from mens in accordance with the norms of gender 
segregation, developed their own traditions, their own styles of 
•ecitation, and their own emotional register.

「he role of women in the Karbala narrative itself； particularly 
the figures ofZainab and Sakina, provided powerful models for 
the women who participated in the mourning tradition. The 
courage and eloquence of Zainab, in particular, served as an 
inspiration for women who saw in her example a validation of 
female voice and agency within a religious tradition that was, in 
many of its institutional forms, dominated by men.
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Nadir Shah Afshar (r. 1736-1747), who briefly attempted to 
reconcile Sunni and Shia Islam, imposed some restrictions on 
sectarian practices, including mourning. But his death was fol­
lowed by a period of political fragmentation during which local 
rulers and communities continued to observe Muharram ac­
cording to their own traditions.

The Qajar dynasty (1789-1925) proved to be enthusiastic pa­
trons of azadari, continuing and expanding the Safavid tradition 
of state sponsorship. The Qajar period saw further development 
of the ta'ziyeh tradition, with performances becoming increas­
ingly sophisticated. The political and cultural dynamics of Qa- 
jar-era mourning, and their collision with the modernising re­
forms of the early twentieth century, will be explored in Chapter 
Seven.

The Qajar courts engagement with mourning was also reflected 
in the visual arts. Paintings depicting scenes from the Karbala 
narrative were produced in significant numbers during the Qa­
jar period, and some of these works achieved a high level of artis­
tic quality. These paintings, along with the lithographed images 
that became popular in the late Qajar period, contributed to the 
visual culture of azadari and provided a new medium for the 
transmission of the Karbala narrative.

The connection between the Safavid, Q^jar, and later periods 
demonstrates the remarkable continuity of the mourning tra­
dition in Iran. Despite political upheavals, dynastic changes, 
and the periodic interventions of rulers who sought to restrict 
or reshape mourning practices, the essential elements of the 
tradition, the rawda-khwani, the public processions, the taziyeh 
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performances, the distribution of nazri food, persisted and de­
veloped, carried forward by a combination of popular devotion, 
scholarly support, and institutional infrastructure.

The Transformation Of Persian Culture

The Safavid adoption of Shiism as the stare religion had conse­
quences for Persian culture that extended far beyond the do­
main of religious practice. The mourning for Hussain became a 
creative wellspring that influenced Persian literature, visual arts, 
music, and social customs in ways that are still evident today.

Persian poetry, which had always been one of the great literary 
traditions of the world, was enriched by the infusion of Kar­
bala themes and imagery. While elegiac poetry for Hussain had 
existed in Persian before the Safavids, the state sponsorship of 
mourning created new opportunities and incentives for poets 
to engage with the Karbala narrative. The result was a body 
of mourning poetry in Persian that complemented the existing 
Arabic elegiac tradition and that would, in turn, influence the 
Urdu marsiya tradition that developed in India.

The visual arts of the Safavid period were similarly influenced 
by the mourning tradition. Paintings depicting scenes from the 
Karbala narrative, images of the Imams, and illustrations of 
mourning practices became significant genres within Persian 
art. These images, which navigated the complex relationship 
between figural representation and Islamic aesthetic norms, 
created a visual vocabulary for the Karbala narrative that con­
tinues to inform the iconography of Muharram to this day.
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The musical traditions oflran were also shaped by the culture of 
mourning. The melodies and modes associated with Muharram 
recitation developed into a sophisticated musical tradition that 
influenced Persian music more broadly. The mournful tonali­
ties of Muharram music, with their emphasis on grie£ longing, 
and spiritual yearning, became part of the emotional palette 
of Persian musical culture, contributing to the reputation of 
Persian music for melancholy beauty that visitors to Iran have 
noted for centuries.

Even Persian cuisine was affected by the mourning tradition. 
The practice of preparing and distributing specific foods during 
Muharram, discussed earlier, created a culinary calendar that 
intersected with the religious calendar, associating particular 
dishes and flavours with the mourning season. The preparation 
of nazri food became a form of culinary art in its own right, 
with fomilies and communities taking pride in the quality and 
generosity of their Muharram offerings.

The Safavid Model In Comparative Perspective

The Safavid approach to azadari can usefully be compared with 
similar phenomena in other religious traditions. The use of 
dramatised narratives of sacred suffering as a means of religious 
education and emotional engagement has parallels in the Chris­
tian tradition, most notably in the Passion plays of medieval and 
early modern Europe, which dramatised the suffering and death 
of Christ in ways that bear striking resemblances to the ta ziyeh 

tradition.
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The Safavid integration of mourning into state culture also has 
parallels with the way other states have used religious obser- 
vances to build national identity and political legitimacy. The 
relationship between the English monarchy and the Church 
of England, the French state's management of Catholic obser­
vances, and the Ottoman Sultan's role as Caliph and protector 
of Sunni Islam all represent different versions of the same basic 
dynamic： the use of religious practice as a tool of political cohe­
sion and legitimation.

What distinguishes the Safavid case is the centrality of mourn- 
ing, rather than celebration, as the primary religious experience 
being promoted by the state. While most state-sponsored reli- 
gious observances in other traditions have emphasised festive, 
celebratory elements, the Safevid state placed the cultivation of 
grief at the centre of its religious programme. This choice re­
jected the unique character of Shia theology, with its emphasis 

，n suffering, sacrifice, and the redemptive power of tears, but it 
"so created a distinctive emotional culture that set Safavid Iran 
apart from its neighbours.

The Safavid legacy for azadari was transformative and endur- 
ing. The dynasty that made Iran Shia also made mourning for 
Hussain the central cultural institution of Iranian life, with 
consequences that have persisted for more than five centuries 
and show no sign of diminishing.

But Iran was not the only place where the mourning tradition 
was being transformed. Far to the east, on the Indian subcon­
tinent, a parallel revolution in azadari was producing its own 
distinctive cultural treasures.
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Chapter Five： The Subcontinent 
Tradition (16TH-19TH Century CE)

The story of azadari on the Indian subcontinent is one 
of the most fascinating chapters in the history of Shia 
mourning. Transplanted into a rich and diverse cultural land­

scape, the traditions of Karbala commemoration took on new 
forms, produced new literary genres, and achieved a level of 
artistic refinement that made the subcontinent, and particu­
larly the city of Lucknow, one of the great centres of azadari 
in the world. The subcontinental tradition also demonstrat­
ed, perhaps more clearly than any other regional expression of 
mourning, the capacity of azadari to transcend sectarian and 
even religious boundaries, drawing participants from across the 
spectrum of Indian society.

The Arrival Of Shia Islam In India

Shia Islam arrived on the Indian subcontinent through multiple 
channels over several centuries. Arab traders brought the feith 
to the coastal regions of western India at an early date, and 
Shia communities were established in Gujarat, the Deccan, and 
other areas long before the arrival of the major Muslim dynas­
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ties. However, it was the establishment of Shia-leaning political 
power in various parts oflndia that provided the conditions for 
azadari to flourish as a public institution.

The Bahmani Sultanate of the Deccan (1347-1518), and partic­
ularly its successor states, the Adil Shahi dynasty ofBijapur and 
the Qutb Shahi dynasty of Golconda, were among the earliest 
Indian states to promote Shia practices, including mourning for 
Hussain. The Qutb Shahis, who ruled Golconda and Hyder­
abad from 1518 to 1687, were particularly enthusiastic patrons 
of azadari. Under their rule, Muharram processions became 
elaborate public events, and the ashurkhana (a building hous­
ing replicas of Hussains tomb and standards associated with 
the battle of Karbala) became an important architectural and 
devotional institution.

'he ashurkhana of the Deccan Sultanates represent a distinctive 
abcontinental contribution to the material culture of azadari. 

fhese buildings, often beautifully decorated with tiles, callig­
raphy, and metalwork, served as permanent repositories for the 
alams (standards) and ta'ziyas (replica tombs) used in Muhar­
ram processions. They provided a year-round physical reminder 
of the Karbala narrative and a space for devotional activities 
beyond the formal mourning season.

The Mughal Context

The Mughal Empire, which dominated the Indian subconti­
nent from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, was officially 
Sunni, but its relationship with Shia practices was complex and 
evolving. Several Mughal emperors had Shia wives or moth­
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ers, and the Mughal court included influential Shia nobles and 
administrators. This diversity within the Mughal elite created 
space for Shia practices, including azadari, even when official 
policy was ostensibly unfriendly.

Under Akbar the Great (r. 1556-1605), whose policy of reli­
gious pluralism, the sulh-i kull (universal peace), was perhaps 
the most tolerant in the Muslim world at the rime, Muhar­
ram processions were permitted and even incorporated into the 
broader public life of the empire. Akbar himself is reported to 
have attended Muharram observances, though his motivations 
were likely more political than devotional.

The situation fluctuated under subsequent Mughal rulers. 
Aurangzeb (r. 1658-1707), whose reign was characterised by 
a more orthodox Sunni orientation, imposed restrictions on 
some Shia practices, though he could not entirely suppress them 
given the significant Shia presence among his own nobility and 
military.

As Mughal power declined in the eighteenth century, regional 
successor states emerged, several of which were ruled by Shia 
dynasties or had strong Shia influence. It was in this context that 
the most splendid flowering of subcontinental azadari would 
take place, in the kingdom of Awadh.

Awadh: The Golden Age Of Subcontinental 
Azadari

The Nawabs of Awadh, who ruled from Lucknow and Faizabad 
in northern India from the mid-eighteenth century, were Shia 
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Muslims who made the patronage of azadari a central feature 
of their cultural and political programme. Under their rule, 
Lucknow became arguably the most important centre of Shia 
mourning culture in the world, rivalling even the cities of Iran 
and Iraq in the elaborateness and artistic quality of its Muhar­
ram observances.

The Nawabs invested lavishly in the infrastructure of mourn­
ing. They built grand imambargahs (mourning halls) that were 
architectural masterpieces, the most famous being the Bada 
Imambara (Great Imambara) built by Nawab Asaf-ud-Daula in 
1784. This enormous structure, one of the largest buildings in 
Asia at the time of its construction, served as the primary venue 
for Muharram gatherings and became a symbol of Lucknowi 
Shia identity.

Tie Nawabs also patronised the scholars, poets, and reciters 
vho gave the Lucknowi mourning tradition its distinctive char­

acter. The court attracted literary talent from across the Persian 
and Urdu-speaking world, and the result was a flourishing of 
mourning literature, particularly in the Urdu language, that 
produced some of the finest poetry in the entire azadari tradi­
tion.

The Marsiya: Elegy As High Art

The marsiya, or elegy for Hussain, reached its highest literary 
development in the Urdu poetry of Lucknow. The marsiya tra­
dition in Urdu had roots in earlier Persian models, but it was in 
Lucknow, during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
that the form was elevated to the level of high art by two tower­
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ing figures: Mir Babar Ali Anis (1802-1874) and Mirza Salamat 
Ali Dabeer (1803-1875).

Anis and Dabeer are to the Urdu marsiya what Shakespeare 
is to English drama: figures of such genius and influence that 
everything that came before them seems like preparation, and 
everything that came after bears their imprint. Their rivalry, 
conducted through competing recitations in the mourning as­
semblies of Lucknow, was one of the great literary duels in the 
history of Urdu literature, and it produced a body of work of 
extraordinary quality.

The marsiya as perfected by Anis and Dabeer was an elab­
orate narrative poem, typically composed in a six-line stanza 
form called musaddas, that recounted episodes from the Kar­
bala story with vivid descriptive power, psychological depth, 
and emotional intensity. These were not simple laments. They 
were fully realised literary works that depicted battle scenes with 
the precision of a military historian, explored the inner lives of 
their characters with the sensitivity of a novelist, and built to 
emotional climaxes that could move entire audiences to tears.

Anis, in particular, is celebrated for his ability to bring the events 
ofKarbala to life in a way that made the audience feel as though 
they were witnessing the tragedy firsthand. His descriptions of 
the battlefield, of the thirst of Hussain's companions, of the 
bravery of Abbas and Ali Akbar, of the grief ofZainab and Sak­
ina, are considered masterpieces of Urdu literature. The power 
of his language was such that his recitations could reduce entire 
assemblies to uncontrollable weeping, not through cheap sen­
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timentality but through the sheer literary force of his evocation 
of suffering and sacrifice.

Dabeer, by contrast, was known for his more ornate and rhetor­
ically elaborate style, with a focus on grandeur and philosoph­
ical reflection. The partisans of each poet debated their relative 
merits with the passion of football supporters, and the annual 
marsiya recitations during Muharram were eagerly anticipated 
cultural events that drew audiences in the thousands.

Soz, Noha, And Other Forms

The marsiya was not the only literary form associated with 
subcontinental azadari. Several other genres developed along­
side it, each serving a distinct function within the mourning 
programme.

he soz (meaning "burning" or "passion") was a melodic form 
of lamentation, sung rather than recited, that expressed grief 
for Hussain through a combination of poetry and musical per­
formance. The soz tradition developed its own repertoire of 
melodies and styles, and skilled soz-khwans (soz reciters) were 
highly valued members of the mourning community.

The noha was a shorter, more rhythmic form of mourning po­
etry, often chanted collectively during processions or during the 
matam (chest-beating) that accompanied mourning gatherings. 
Nohas were designed to be participatory, with the audience 
joining in the chanting and the physical expressions of grief 
They served as a complement to the more refined and con­
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templative marsiya, providing an outlet for the communal and 
physical sides of mourning.

The majlis itself the formal mourning assembly, developed a 
distinctive structure in the subcontinental tradition. A typical 
Lucknowi majlis would begin with the recitation of Quran­
ic verses, followed by a sermon exploring the theological and 
moral meaning of the Karbala narrative, followed by the mar- 
siya recitation, and concluding with the matam. This structure, 
refined over generations, created a complete spiritual experience 
that combined intellectual engagement, literary appreciation, 
emotional release, and physical participation.

The Imambargah As Institution

The imambargah (or imambara) was the physical and social 
centre of the Shia community in the subcontinent. More than 
just a venue for mourning gatherings, the imambargah served as 
a community hall, a charitable institution, and a marker of Shia 
identity in the religiously diverse world of India.

The architecture of subcontinental imambargahs reflected the 
wealth and taste of their patrons. In Lucknow, the great imam­
bargahs were buildings of considerable architectural ambition, 
incorporating elements of Mughal, Persian, and European de­
sign. They were typically large enough to accommodate hun­
dreds or even thousands of mourners, with separate spaces for 
men and women, and they were decorated with elaborate cal­
ligraphy, tilework, and metalwork.
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The most important objects housed in the imambargah were 
thealams (standards), taziyas(replica tombs), andzarih (lattice 
replicas of Hussain's shrine). These objects were treated with 
great reverence, and elaborate rituals surrounded their care, dis­
play, and procession through the streets during Muharram. The 
ta'ziya procession, in which ornate replica tombs were carried 
through the streets before being immersed in water or buried, 
became one of the most visually spectacular elements of sub­
continental Muharram.

Crossing Boundaries

A striking feature of subcontinental azadari was its ability to 
cross sectarian and even religious boundaries. In many parts of 
ndia, Muharram was observed not only by Shia Muslims but 
Iso by Sunni Muslims, Hindus, and members of other religious 

.ommunities. The mourning processions, the taziya replicas, 
and the distribution of food during Muharram became part of 
the broader cultural fabric oflndian life, attracting participants 
from all backgrounds.

This cross-community participation took different forms in dif­
ferent contexts. In some areas, Sunni Muslims maintained their 
own Muharram observances, which included processions and 
the display of ta ziyas, even though the theological significance 
they attached to these practices differed from the Shia under­
standing. In other areas, Hindus participated in Muharram 
processions as an expression of local solidarity or because they 
had developed their own devotional relationship with the figure 
of Hussain.
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The phenomenon of Hindu participation in Muharram is 
particularly interesting from the perspective of the history of 
azadari. In many Indian villages and towns, the Muharram pro­
cession was a community-wide event in which religious bound­
aries were temporarily suspended. This reflects the broader pat­
tern of Indian religious life, in which different communities 
have often participated in one anothefs festivals and obser­
vances, creating a shared cultural space that transcends formal 
doctrinal boundaries.

However, this cross-community participation was not without 
tensions. Colonial-era sectarian politics, communal riots, and 
the increasing rigidity of religious identities in the modern pe­
riod all affected the inclusivity of Muharram observances. In 
some areas, practices that had been shared for generations be­
came markers of conflict, particularly during periods of political 
upheaval.

The Architectural And Material Culture

Beyond the imambargah, subcontinental azadari produced a 
rich material culture that included metalwork, textile arts, cal­
ligraphy, and painting. The alams, or battle standards, pro­
duced by Indian craftsmen were works of considerable artistic 
skill, featuring elaborate metalwork and calligraphic inscrip­
tions. The taziya replicas, often made of bamboo, paper, tinsel, 
and mica, could be remarkably intricate and beautiful, ranging 
from modest household constructions to towering structures 
that required dozens of bearers to carry.
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The visual arts of Muharram also included paintings and illus­
trated manuscripts depicting scenes from the Karbala narrative. 
These images, while subject to the same debates about figur- 
al representation that affected Islamic art more broadly, were 
widely produced and displayed, particularly in the domestic 
settings where mourning took place.

The Subcontinental Achievement

The subcontinental tradition of azadari, nurtured in the courts 
and cities of Mughal and post-Mughal India, created a distinc­
tive and enduring approach to mourning for Hussain. Its liter­
ary achievements, particularly the marsiya tradition, represent 
one of the highest points of Urdu literature. Its architectural 
pgacy, from the great imambargahs of Lucknow to the humble 
I ;hurkhanas of Deccani villages, provides a physical record of 

enturies of devotion. Its capacity for crossing religious and 
cultural boundaries, while not without complications, offers a 
model of shared mourning that is rare in the history of religions.

New challenges awaited in the colonial and post-colonial pe­
riods, as British rule, partition, and the politics of the modern 
nation-state transformed the context in which mourning took 
place. But the foundation laid during the golden age of Awadhi 
culture remained strong, and the traditions developed during 
that period continue to shape azadari across the subcontinent 
and in the vast South Asian diaspora.

The Partition And Its Aftermath
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The partition of British India in 1947 had profound conse­
quences for subcontinental azadari. The creation of Pakistan 
as a Muslim-majority state brought the Shia community into 
a new political context. In Pakistan, where the Shia constituted 
a significant minority of the population (estimates range from 
fifteen to twenty percent), Muharram observances continued 
on a large scale, particularly in cities such as Lahore, Karachi, 
Rawalpindi, and Multan.

However, the politics of sectarian identity in Pakistan became 
increasingly fraught from the 1980s onwards. The Islamisation 
programme of General Zia-ul-Haq, which was heavily influ­
enced by Sunni orthodoxy, created a legal and cultural frame­
work that many Shia felt excluded from. The rise of sectarian 
militant organisations, fuelled by regional geopolitics and the 
proxy conflicts of the Iranian Revolution and the Afghan War, 
led to an appalling increase in sectarian violence targeting the 

Shia community.

Muharram processions in Pakistan became targets for terror­
ist attacks, with bombings and shootings claiming the lives of 
mourners in multiple cities over several decades. The courage 
of Pakistani Shia who continued to hold processions and attend 
mourning gatherings despite the constant threat of violence is 
a testament to the depth of their commitment to the azadari 
tradition. Security measures around Muharram processions be­
came increasingly elaborate, with roads closed, mobile phone 
networks suspended, and heavy police and military deploy­

ments becoming standard features of the mourning season.
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In India, the partition left a diminished but still significant 
Shia community concentrated primarily in Lucknow and oth­
er cities of Uttar Pradesh, as well as in Hyderabad, Kashmir, 
and Mumbai. The tradition of Lucknowi azadari continued, 
though it was inevitably affected by the changed political and 
demographic circumstances of post-partition India. The great 
imambargahs of Lucknow remained centres of mourning, and 
the marsiya tradition continued to produce fine poetry, but the 
patronage and political prominence that the community had 
enjoyed under the Nawabs were no longer available.

Women In Subcontinental Azadari

Women have always played a central role in subcontinental 
azadari, though their contributions have often been less visible 
"han those of the male reciters and procession participants who 
lave received most of the historical attention. Wbmen's mourn­
ing gatherings, held in parallel with men's, developed their own 
distinctive traditions, with female reciters, known as zakirat, 
delivering sermons and recitations that were tailored to female 
audiences.

The soz tradition, in particular, was closely associated with 
womens gatherings. The melodic lamentation of the soz, often 
performed by female vocalists, created an emotional atmos­
phere of great beauty and intensity. Women's gatherings also 
tended to place particular emphasis on the female figures of the 
Karbala narrative, especially Zainab, Sakina, and Rubab, whose 
suffering as women, mothers, and daughters added layers of 
grief that resonated powerfully with female audiences.
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The role of women in the domestic transmission of the mourn­
ing tradition was also crucial. Mothers taught their children the 
stories of Karbala, the nohas and matami chants, and the rituals 
of mourning long before the children were old enough to attend 
public gatherings. This domestic transmission ensured that che 
tradition was absorbed as a fundamental part of childhood ex­
perience, creating an emotional bond with the Karbala narrative 
that would deepen throughout the individuals life.

The Food Of Mourning

A distinctive feature of subcontinental azadari is the elaborate 
tradition of food preparation and distribution associated with 
Muharram. The practice of providing free food (niyaz or tabar- 
ruk) to mourners and the general public during the mourning 
season is deeply embedded in the culture of subcontinental Shia 
communities, and the quality and variety of the food served is a 
matter of considerable communal pride.

Specific dishes are associated with particular days of Muhar­
ram. Haleem, a slow-cooked porridge of wheat and meat, is a 
staple of Muharram food distribution in many subcontinental 
communities. Biryani, nihari, and various sweet dishes are also 
commonly prepared and distributed. The preparation of these 
dishes is itself an act of devotion, and families and community 
organisations invest significant time, effort, and money in pro­
viding food during the mourning season.

The food of mourning serves multiple functions. At a practical 
level, it provides sustenance to mourners who may be spend­
ing long hours at mourning gatherings and processions. At a 
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social level, it creates an occasion for communal cooperation 
and generosity, bringing families and neighbours together in a 
shared effort. At a spiritual level, it is understood as an offering 
to Hussain, a way of participating in the mourning through 
service and sacrifice.

The tradition of Muharram food distribution also serves as 
a bridge between the Shia community and its neighbours. 
In many subcontinental contexts, the food prepared during 
Muharram is shared with people of all backgrounds, creating 
a moment of inter-communal connection that transcends reli­
gious boundaries. The open-hearted hospitality of the mourn­
ing season is one of the most attractive features of subcontinen­
tal azadari, and it has contributed significantly to the traditions 
positive reputation among non-Shia observers.

rhe Juloos: Processions Of Mourning

Muharram processions on the subcontinent, known as juloos, 
developed into perhaps the most visually striking expression of 
azadari anywhere in the world. These processions, which wind 
through the streets of cities and towns across the subcontinent 
during the first ten days of Muharram, are elaborate affairs 
involving thousands of participants and incorporating a wide 
range of devotional and artistic elements.

The centrepiece of many subcontinental processions is the 
taziya, a replica of Hussains tomb that is carried or mounted 
on a float and paraded through the streets. The craftsmanship of 
these ta'ziyas can be remarkable, with intricate constructions of 
bamboo, paper, tinsel, and mica creating structures that glitter 
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and gleam in the light. Some ta*ziyas are modest affairs, pro­
duced by individual families, while others are enormous con­
structions that represent the collective effort of entire neigh­
bourhoods.

The processions also feature alams, the battle standards that 
symbolise Hussain and his companions. These metal stan­
dards, often beautifully crafted by skilled artisans, are carried at 
the front of the procession and are objects of deep reverence. 
Mourners reach out to touch the alams as they pass, seeking 
blessing and spiritual connection with the martyrs they repre­
sent.

The soundscape of the subcontinental procession is equally dis­
tinctive. The rhythmic beating of drums, the chanting of nohas 
and matami slogans, the wailing of the bereaved, and the sound 
of chest-beating create an auditory environment of extraordi­
nary emotional intensity. In some traditions, brass bands ac­
company the procession, playing mournful melodies that deep­
en the sensory experience.

The processions typically follow established routes through the 
city, passing through neighbourhoods and past landmarks that 
have historical associations with the mourning tradition. In 
Lucknow, the procession routes are centuries old, and the act of 
walking these familiar paths year after year creates a geographical 
rootedness to the mourning that connects the mourners to the 
physical fabric of their city and to the generations who have 

walked the same routes before them.

The Khojas And The Indian Ocean World
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A distinctive strand ofsubcontinental azadari developed among 
the Khoja community, a group of converts to Ismaili and later 
Twelver Shia Islam who originated in the Sindh, Gujarat, and 
Kutch regions of the western subcontinent. Tlie Khojas, who 
were historically a mercantile community, established trading 
networks across the Indian Ocean, creating Shia communities 
in East Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Gulf states that main­
tained strong connections with their subcontinental roots.

The Khoja tradition of azadari blended subcontinental mourn­
ing practices with the community s own distinctive cultural 
identity. Mourning gatherings were conducted in Gujarati and 
Kutchi as well as in Urdu and Arabic, and the community 
developed its own styles of noha and matam that reflected its 
particular cultural heritage. The Khoja jamaats (community or- 
anisations) provided an institutional framework for mourning 
:tivities that was notable for its efficiency and organisational 

bphisucation.

The spread of Khoja communities across the Indian Ocean 
world during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries carried 
subcontinental azadari to new contexts, creating a network of 
mourning communities that stretched from Mumbai to Mom­
basa, from Karachi to Kampala, and from Hyderabad to Hong 
Kong. This diaspora network would later extend to Britain, 
Canada, and other Western countries, bringing the Khoja tra­
dition of community-centred azadari to entirely new cultural 
environments.

Throughout all these regional traditions, one question recurred 
with particular intensity： how far should the body go in ex­
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pressing the grief of the heart? The physical practices of azadari, 
from the rhythmic beating of chests to more extreme forms 
of self-mortification, would become the tradition's most visible 
and most debated feature.
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Chapter Six： Matam, Tatbir, and the 
Body in Mourning

No aspect of azadari has attracted more attention, more 
controversy, or more misunderstanding than the physi­
cal practices associated with mourning for Hussain. The images 

of Muharram processions that appear in Western media, and 
often in Muslim-majority media as well, tend to focus on the 
most dramatic and visually arresting elements: rows of men 
beating their chests in unison, chains being struck against backs, 
and, most controversially, the drawing ofblood through self-in­
flicted cuts to the scalp. These practices, collectively known as 
matam (a word that simply means "mourning" in Arabic but 
has come to refer specifically to physical expressions of grief), are 
both deeply significant to those who practise them and deeply 
troubling to those who do not.

This chapter attempts to trace the history of these practices, to 
understand the theology that underpins them, and to examine 
the scholarly debates that have surrounded them, all without 
either dismissing them as barbaric or defending them uncrit­
ically. The physical practices of azadari are an important part 
of its history, and they deserve to be understood on their own 
terms before they are evaluated.
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The Body As Instrument Of Grief

The idea that grief should be expressed through the body is not 
unique to Shia Islam. Across cultures and throughout hist。％ 

human beings have used physical actions to express emotional 
and spiritual states. Tearing of garments, beating of breasts, 
scratching of faces, pulling ofhair, these are mourning practices 
attested in ancient Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Greek, Roman, 
and pre-lslamic Arab cultures. The Hebrew Bible records in­
stances of mourning that include tearing clothes and putting 
dust on ones head. Early Christian mourning practices simi­
larly involved physical expressions of grief

In the Arabian context in which Islam emerged, physical ex- 
iressions of mourning were common. Women would wail 
oudly, strike their faces, and tear their clothing when mourn­
ing the dead. The Prophet Muhammad modified some of 
these practices, discouraging certain extreme forms of mourn­
ing while not prohibiting all physical expressions of grief The 
exact boundaries of what the Prophet permitted and prohibited 
in mourning are themselves matters of scholarly debate, and 
this debate is directly relevant to the discussions about matam 
within the Shia tradition.

Sine-zani: Chest-beating

The most common and least controversial form of matam 
is sine-zani, or chest-beating. This practice involves mourners 
rhythmically striking their chests with their open palms, usually 
in time with chanted nohas (mourning poems) or slogans of 
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lamentation. Sine-zani is practised by Shia communities world­
wide and is considered a standard part of mourning gatherings 
and processions.

The precise origins of chest-beating as a formal practice within 
azadari are difficult to pin down. It likely developed organ­
ically as an expression of grief during the early centuries of 
Shia mourning, drawing on the broader cultural repertoire of 
physical mourning practices in the Middle East. By the Safavid 
period, sine-zani was well established as a regular feature of 
Muharram observances.

The theology of chest-beating is relatively uncomplicated. 
Mourners explain it as a physical expression of the grief they 
feel for Hussain's suffering. The rhythmic quality of the practice 
creates a meditative, almost trance-like state that deepens the 
emotional experience of mourning. The communal nature of 
the practice, with dozens or hundreds of mourners beating their 
chests in unison, creates a powerful sense of shared grief and 
collective identity.

Chest-beating is generally accepted by most Shia scholars as a 
permissible practice, though there are differences of opinion 
about the appropriate intensity. The consensus among main­
stream scholars is that sine-zani should not cause harm to the 
body, and that the purpose is emotional and spiritual expression 
rather than self-punishment.

Zanjir-zani: Chain-beating
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A more intense form of matam is zanjir-zani, in which mourners 
strike their backs with chains, often made of small blades or 
hooks attached to chains. This practice is found primarily in 
South Asian Shia communities, particularly in Pakistan and 
India, though versions of it exist in Iran and other parts of the 
Shia world.

The origins of zanjir-zani are somewhat obscure. Some scholars 
trace it to the Safavid period, while others suggest it developed 
later, possibly in the subcontinental context. The practice in­
volves mourners forming lines or circles and swinging the chains 
over their shoulders to strike their backs in time with mourning 
chants. In its milder forms, the chains cause reddening and 
light bruising. In more intense forms, the blades attached to the 
chains can draw blood.

*he theological justification given for zanjir-zani is similar to 
;hat offered for chest-beating: it is an expression of grief so 
intense that it demands physical manifestation. Practitioners 
describe the experience as one of intense connection with the 
suffering of Hussain and his companions, a way of embodying, 
however imperfectly, the pain that was endured at Karbala.

Scholarly opinion on zanjir-zani is more divided than on simple 
chest-beating. Some scholars consider it permissible within the 
broader tradition of mourning practices, while others have ex­
pressed concern about the physical harm it can cause and have 
discouraged or prohibited it. The debate often centres on the 
Islamic principle that one should not harm ones own body, and 
on whether the spiritual benefits of the practice outweigh the 

physical risks.
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Tatbir: The Most Contested Practice

The most controversial physical practice associated with azadari 
is tatbir (also known as qama-zani in some communities), which 
involves making cuts to the scalp with a sword, knife, or razor, 
causing blood to flow down the mourners face and body. This 
practice is the one most frequently highlighted in media cov­
erage of Muharram and the one that has generated the most 
intense debate within the Shia scholarly community.

Tatbir is practised by a minority of Shia mourners, primarily in 
Iraq, Lebanon, parts of Iran, Pakistan, India, and some dias­
pora communities. Its origins are debated. Some trace it to the 
Ottoman period, suggesting that it was influenced by similar 
practices among Sufi orders or by the self-flagellation traditions 
of Eastern Christianity. Others argue that it has deeper roots in 
the broader culture of blood mourning in the Middle East.

The theological arguments offered in favour of tatbir centre on 
the idea that shedding one's blood in solidarity with Hussain 
is a profound act of devotion. Supporters point to traditions 
about the heavens weeping blood for Hussain and argue that the 
mourner who sheds his own blood is participating in a cosmic 
expression of grief They also invoke the principle that azadari 
is a matter of personal devotion and that individuals should be 
free to express their grief as intensely as they feel called to.

The Scholarly Debate
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The scholarly debate about tatbir has been one of the most 
significant internal discussions within the Shia community in 
recent centuries. The debate has involved some of the most 
senior religious authorities in the Shia world, and the positions 
taken have ranged from outright prohibition to cautious toler­
ance to active endorsement.

The most prominent voice against tatbir in the contemporary 
period has been Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the Supreme Leader 
of Iran, who has issued a clear fatwa (religious ruling) against 
the practice. Khamenei's position is that tatbir is harmful to 
the body, which is prohibited in Islam, and that it damages the 
image of Shia Islam and provides ammunition to those who 
wish to portray the community as barbaric. He has argued that 
the same spiritual goals can be achieved through less harmful 
practices, such as blood donation, which he has promoted as a 
ositive alternative.

Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, the senior marja (source of emulation) 
in Najafi Iraq, has taken a similar position, ruling that tatbir is 
forbidden if it causes harm to the body or if it brings disrepute 
to the Shia community. Sistani's formulation is notable for its 
nuance: he does not condemn tatbir as intrinsically wrong but 
rather as wrong because of its consequences, both physical and 
reputational.

Other scholars have been more permissive. Some marjas have 
ruled that tatbir is permissible (ja'iz) as a form of mourning, 
provided that the mourner does not intend to cause serious 
harm to himself. A few have gone further, arguing that tatbir 
is a recommended (mustahabb) practice that brings spiritual
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rewards. These scholars tend to emphasise the precedents for 
physical mourning in Islamic tradition and the importance of 
individual freedom in devotional practice.

The debate about tatbir is not merely an abstract theological 
discussion. It has real social and political consequences. In com­
munities where tatbir is practised, the rulings of senior scholars 
can influence the behaviour of thousands of mourners. The 
ban on tatbir in Iran, enforced with the authority of the state, 
has effectively eliminated the practice from public observances 
in that country, though it persists in private settings. In Iraq, 
Lebanon, and parts of South Asia, where the practice remains 
more common, the debate continues to generate heated discus­
sion during every Muharram season.

The Question Of Children

One of the most sensitive aspects of the debate about physical 
mourning practices concerns the participation of children. In 
some communities, young children, including infants, are in­
cluded in tatbir rituals, with small cuts made to their scalps by 
parents or relatives. This practice has drawn particularly strong 
criticism from both within and outside the Shia community.

Critics argue that subjecting children to physical harm, even 
minor harm, in the name of religious mourning is ethically 
indefensible. Children cannot consent to such practices, and 
the potential for both physical and psychological harm is real. 
Scholars who oppose tatbir for adults are even more emphatic 
in their opposition when children are involved.
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Defenders of the practice argue that it is a form of blessing, that 
the cuts are minor and heal quickly, and that the practice instils 
in children a deep connection with the mourning tradition 
from an early age. They draw parallels with other religious prac­
tices involving children, such as circumcision, that arc widely 
accepted despite involving minor physical harm.

This aspect of the debate has become particularly prominent 
in diaspora communities, where the practice of tatbir on chil­
dren has attracted the attention of child welfare authorities in 
some Western countries. The resulting tensions between reli­
gious freedom and child protection have forced communities 
to grapple with difficult questions about the limits of religious 
practice in a secular legal framework.

Blood Donation As Alternative

In recent decades, many Shia communities have adopted blood 
donation as an alternative to tatbir. The idea is that the desire 
to shed blood in solidarity with Hussain can be channelled into 
a constructive act that saves lives rather than risking harm to 
the mourner. Blood donation drives during Muharram have 
become common in many countries, and they have been enthu­
siastically promoted by scholars and community leaders who 
oppose tatbir.

This development is significant because it represents an attempt 
to preserve the emotional intensity and spiritual significance 
of physical mourning while redirecting it towards a socially 
beneficial outcome. It is an example of the ongoing evolution 
of azadari, in which traditional practices are re-evaluated and 
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adapted in light of changing understandings of health, ethics, 
and social responsibility.

Contextualising The Debate

These physical practices need to be placed in their proper con­
text. The practices discussed in this chapter, from chest-beating 
to tatbir, are engaged in by a relatively small proportion of 
the global Shia community. The vast majority of Shia Muslims 
express their mourning for Hussain through attending majlis 
gatherings, listening to recitations, reciting poetry, weeping, 
and performing acts of charity and service. The focus on the 
most dramatic physical practices, both in external media cover­
age and in internal community debates, can distort the picture 
of what azadari actually looks like for most people who practise 
it.

At the same time, the debate is important because it touches on 
fundamental questions about the nature of religious practice, 
the limits of physical devotion, and the relationship between 
traditional forms of worship and contemporary ethical stan­
dards. These are not questions unique to Shia Islam. Every reli­
gious tradition grapples with similar tensions between inherited 
practices and evolving values.

The physical dimension of azadari, in all its forms, reflects a 
deep human need to give bodily expression to spiritual and 
emotional states. The grief that mourners feel for Hussain is 
not an abstract sentiment; it is a visceral, physical reality that 
demands some form of physical expression. Whether that ex­
pression takes the form of tears, of rhythmic chest-beating, or 
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of more intense physical practices, it represents an attempt to 
bridge the gap between the inner experience of grief and its 

outward manifestation.

How best to bridge that gap is a question that will undoubtedly 
persist. What matters, perhaps, is not the resolution of the de­
bate but the spirit in which it is conducted: with respect for the 
depth of devotion that motivates all forms of mourning, with 
concern for the physical and spiritual wellbeing of mourners, 
and with a recognition that the tradition of azadari has always 
been dynamic, adapting to new circumstances while remaining 
rooted in the unchanging reality of Hussain's sacrifice.

f
he History Of Matam Practices

acing the precise historical origins of the various forms of 
i.iatam is difficult, as the documentary record for many popular 

practices is thinner than for the literary and theological tradi­
tions. What we can say is that some form of physical expression 
of grief has been associated with mourning for Hussain from a 

very early period, likely from the time of the earliest mourning 
gatherings in the aftermadi of Karbala.

The Tawwabun, as described in Chapter Two, are reported to 
have wept and beaten themselves at the grave of Hussain before 
setting out on their ill-fated campaign against the Umayyads. 
Accounts from subsequent centuries mention weeping, wail­
ing, and striking of faces and chests as features of mourning 
gatherings. However, the more formalised and intense practices, 
such as zanjir-zani and tatbir, appear to have developed later, 
likely in the Safavid and post-Safovid periods.
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The Safavid era, with its massive expansion of public mourning, 
created the conditions in which more elaborate physical prac­
tices could develop. The public processions of Safavid Iran were 
large, emotionally charged events in which the competitive de­
sire to demonstrate the depth of one's grief could push physical 
expressions to greater intensity. European travellers who visited 
Safavid Iran during Muharram recorded their observations of 
processions in which mourners beat their chests, slapped their 
faces, and engaged in other physical expressions of grief that 
struck the visitors as remarkable and, in some cases, disturbing.

The development of more extreme practices such as tatbir ap­
pears to have been a gradual process, with milder forms of phys­
ical mourning evolving over time into more intense expressions. 
Some scholars have suggested that practices involving the draw­
ing of blood were influenced by contact with the self-flagella­
tion traditions of Eastern Christianity, which were practised in 
some of the same regions where Shia communities lived. Oth­
ers argue that the practices have purely internal roots, arising 
naturally from the intensification of mourning culture under 
conditions of state patronage and communal competition.

The Sociology Of Physical Mourning

Understanding the physical practices of azadari requires atten­
tion not only to theology but also to sociology. The commu­
nities in which matam is practised often share strong bonds 
of communal solidarity, and the shared experience of physical 
mourning reinforces these bonds in powerful ways.
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The act of beating one's chest alongside dozens or hundreds 
of other mourners creates a visceral sense of unity and shared 
purpose. The rhythmic quality of the chest-beating, synchro­
nised to the chanting of nohas or the recitation of mourning 
poetry, produces a collective experience that is both physically 
and emotionally intense. Participants often describe entering 
a state of heightened consciousness in which the boundaries 
between individual and community, between past and present, 
and between the physical and the spiritual seem to dissolve.

This communal quality of matam is particularly significant for 
young men, who form the majority of participants in the more 
intense forms of physical mourning. For many young Shia men, 
particularly in contexts where the community faces external 
hreats or social marginalisation, participation in matam serves 
s a rite of passage, a demonstration of commitment co the 

community and its values that is both personally meaningful 
and socially valued.

The gendered nature of physical mourning practices is worth 
noting. While women participate in chest-beating in many 
communities, the more intense forms of matam, including 
zanjir-zani and tatbir, are predominantly male practices. This 
gendering reflects broader cultural patterns of masculinity and 
physical endurance, as well as the segregation of men*s and 
women s mourning spaces in many Shia communities.

The Medical Perspective

Medical perspectives have increasingly entered the conversation 
about physical mourning. Physicians and public health pro­
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fessionals have weighed in on the health risks associated with 
the more intense forms of matam, and their assessments have 
become an important part of the scholarly discussion.

Chest-beating, when performed with moderate intensity, is 
generally considered medically harmless for healthy individu­
als, though it can cause bruising and, in rare cases, chest wall 
injuries. More intense forms of matam carry greater risks. Zan- 
jir-zani, particularly when performed with bladed chains, can 
cause lacerations, infections, and scarring. Tatbir carries risks of 
significant blood loss, wound infection, and the transmission 
of blood-borne diseases when instruments are shared between 
participants.

The medical concerns have been taken seriously by many Shia 
scholars and community leaders. The promotion of blood 
donation as an alternative to tatbir, discussed earlier in this 
chapter, is partly motivated by medical considerations, as is 
the growing emphasis on ensuring that any physical mourning 
practices are conducted in ways that minimise health risks.

In some communities, medical professionals volunteer their 
services during Muharram, providing first aid and wound care 
to mourners who engage in more intense practices. This med­
ical presence reflects a pragmatic recognition that, whatever 
scholars may rule about the permissibility of physical mourn­
ing, some people will continue to practise it, and ensuring their 
safety is a communal responsibility.

The Aesthetics Of Grief
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There is also an aesthetic dimension to physical mourning that 
is often overlooked in discussions focused on theology and con­
troversy. At its best, matam is a form of embodied art, a chore­
ography of grief that can be deeply beautiful in its rhythmic 
precision, its emotional intensity, and its communal harmony.

The sight and sound of hundreds of mourners beating their 
chests in perfect unison, their movements synchronised to the 
cadences of a skilled noha reciter, can be a profoundly moving 
experience, even for observers who do not share the mourners1 
religious commitments. The aesthetics of matam are not inci­
dental to its spiritual function; they are integral to it, creating 
an environment ofbeauty and intensity in which the mourners 
encounter with the Karbala narrative is deepened and enriched.

~his aesthetic quality is sometimes forgotten in the heat of de- 
ite about the more controversial practices, but it is an impor- 

Ant part of the full picture. Azadari has always been a tradition 
that engages the whole person, body as well as mind and spirit, 
and the physical practices of mourning are, for those who par­
ticipate in them, an essential part of that holistic engagement.

Whatever ones view of these practices, azadari in all its forms 
was about to face a different kind of challenge altogether. The 
arrival of colonial powers, the rise of modern nation-states, and 
the suppression campaigns of authoritarian regimes would test 
the mourning traditions resilience in ways that no internal de­
bate ever had.
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Pressures (i9th-zoth Century CE)

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries brought unprece­
dented challenges to the practice of azadari. The ex­
pansion of European colonial power, the rise of modern na­

tion-states, the emergence of new ideological currents within 
Islam, and the suppression of religious practice by authoritarian 
regimes all tested the resilience of the mourning tradition in dif­
ferent ways. Yet through every challenge, azadari not only sur­
vived but adapted, demonstrating the extraordinary durability 
of a practice rooted in deep spiritual conviction and communal 
solidarity.

British India And The Management Of Muhar­
ram

When the British East India Company consolidated its control 
over the Indian subcontinent in the late eighteenth and ear­
ly nineteenth centuries, it inherited a complex religious envi­
ronment in which Muharram observances played a significant 
public role. The British approach to Muharram was shaped by 
the broader colonial strategy of managing religious practices to 
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maintain order while avoiding the appearance of interference in 
matters of faith.

The British quickly recognised that Muharram processions, 
with their large crowds, emotional intensity, and potential for 
sectarian friction, represented both a challenge and an oppor­
tunity for colonial governance. On one hand, processions could 
become flashpoints for violence, particularly in towns and cities 
where Shia and Sunni communities lived in close proximity 
and where procession routes passed through mixed neighbour­
hoods. On the other hand, the ability to regulate processions, to 
grant or withhold permission for them, and to determine their 
routes and timing gave the colonial authorities a powerful lever 
of social control.

Tie colonial administration developed an elaborate bureau- 
ratic apparatus for managing Muharram. District magistrates 

were empowered to grant licences for processions, to specify 
their routes, and to impose conditions on their conduct. Re­
strictions were placed on music, on the times at which pro­
cessions could pass through certain areas, and on the size and 
height of taziya replicas. These regulations were presented as 
neutral measures designed to prevent disorder, but they were, 
in practice, tools of colonial power that gave the British the 
ability to favour one community over another and to demon­
strate their authority over the most intimate aspects of Indian 
religious life.

The effects of colonial management on azadari were mixed. In 
some cases, the imposition of order and regulation prevented 
genuine conflicts and created a framework within which differ­
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ent communities could observe their practices without inter­
ference from one another. In other cases, the regulations them­
selves became sources of friction, as communities contested the 
routes, timings, and conditions imposed by magistrates who 
often had little understanding of the religious significance of the 

practices they were regulating.

One of the most significant consequences of colonial rule for 
subcontinental azadari was the politicisation of Muharram. As 
the British increasingly relied on communal categories, dividing 
Indians into "Hindus," "Muslims," "Shias," and "Sunnis" for 
administrative purposes, religious practices that had previously 
been shared across communities became markers of distinct 
and often competing identities. Muharram processions, which 
had traditionally attracted participants from all backgrounds, 
became increasingly identified as specifically MShiaM events, and 
tensions over their conduct became entangled with broader 
questions of communal representation and political power.

Sectarian Violence And Muharram

The colonial period saw a significant increase in sectarian vio­
lence associated with Muharram, particularly in northern India. 
Riots between Shia and Sunni communities during the mourn­
ing season were reported with disturbing regularity in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, particularly in cities 
such as Lucknow, where the two communities lived in close 
proximity and where the legacy of Nawabi patronage of Shia 

institutions had created deep-seated resentments.
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The causes of this violence were complex and cannot be at­
tributed solely to religious differences. Economic competition, 
political rivalries, the manipulations of colonial administrators, 
and the provocations of communal entrepreneurs all played 
roles. However, the Muharram season, with its heightened 
emotions and its public performances of sectarian identity, pro­
vided an annual occasion for these tensions to erupt into open 
conflict.

The colonial authorities responded to Muharram violence with 
a combination of repression and accommodation. They de­
ployed police and sometimes military forces to maintain order 
during processions, imposed curfews and restrictions on gath­
erings, and attempted to mediate between competing commu­
nities. These measures were sometimes effective in the short 
erm but did little to address the underlying causes of commu- 
ial tension.

The experience of sectarian violence during the colonial period 
had a lasting impact on subcontinental azadari. It reinforced the 

perception, within both the Shia community and the broader 
Indian public, that mourning practices were inherently polit- 
ical, not just in the sense that they expressed a particular reli- 
gious identity, but in the sense that they could trigger real-world 
conflict. This perception has continued to shape the politics of 
Muharram in India and Pakistan to the present day.

Azadari In Iran: From Qajar To Pahlavi

While the subcontinent was dealing with the complexities of 
colonial rule, azadari in Iran was undergoing its own trans­
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formations. The Qajar dynasty (1789-1925), which came to 
power after the Afsharid and Zand interregnum that followed 
the Safavid collapse, continued and expanded the tradition of 
state patronage of Muharram observances.

The Qjar period saw the most elaborate development of 
ta'ziyeh, the Shia passion play. Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar 
(r. 1848-1896), in particular, was an enthusiastic patron of 
taziyeh, building the enormous lekiyeh Dowlat in Tehran as a 
venue for performances. The Qajar courts support for taziyeh 
reflected both genuine religious devotion and political calcula­
tion; the elaborate mourning ceremonies provided an occasion 
for the display of royal power and generosity, reinforcing the 
dynasty s legitimacy in the eyes of the Shia public.

The late Qajar period also saw the emergence of new forms of 
azadari that reflected the changing social and political condi­
tions of Iran. The Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911, 
which pitted reformers against the Shah and the religious es­
tablishment, drew on the symbolism of Karbala in complex 
ways. Both sides invoked the memory ofHussain s stand against 
tyranny to justify their positions, and the mourning season be­
came an occasion for political mobilisation that went far beyond 
its traditional devotional functions.

The most dramatic rupture in the history of Iranian azadari 
came with the rise of Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1925-1941). Reza 
Shah, whose modernisation programme was modelled on the 
secular reforms of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in Turkey, viewed 
traditional religious practices, including azadari, as obstacles 
to national progress. He imposed sweeping restrictions on 
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Muharram observances, banning public processions, prohibit­
ing certain forms of matam, and generally seeking to reduce the 
public visibility of Shia mourning.

Reza Shah's restrictions on azadari were part of a broader 
campaign to secularise Iranian public life, which also includ­
ed the forced unveiling of women, the adoption of Western 
dress codes, and the centralisation of religious education un­
der state control. These measures were deeply unpopular with 
large segments of the Iranian population, and the suppression 
of mourning practices was felt particularly keenly. For many 
Iranians, Muharram was not merely a religious observance； it 
was the most emotionally significant event of the year, and its 
suppression was experienced as an assault on their identity and 
their spiritual life.

he restrictions were partially relaxed under Reza Shah's son, 
fuhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1941-1979), who adopted a 

more pragmatic approach to religious matters. Muharram pro­
cessions were permitted again, though they remained subject 
to government oversight, and the state maintained a wary eye 
on mourning gatherings that might serve as venues for polit­
ical dissent. This wariness was well-founded, as events would 
demonstrate.

Iraq Under The Ba'ath

The most severe suppression of azadari in the twentieth century 
occurred in Iraq under the Ba athist regime of Saddam Hus・ 
sein (1968-2003). Iraq's Shia population, which constituted the 
majority of the country's inhabitants, had long been political­
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ly marginalised by the Sunni-dominated state. The Ba athist 
regime, with its secular Arab nationalist ideology and its para­
noid concern with internal threats, viewed Shia religious prac­
tices as potential vectors of political opposition.

Under Saddam Hussein, restrictions on azadari were severe and 
systematically enforced. Public processions were banned. Gath­
erings in husayniyyahs (mourning halls) were monitored by 
intelligence agents and frequently disrupted. The pilgrimage to 
Karbala, which had drawn millions of worshippers each year, 
was eflfectively prohibited, with checkpoints and military pa­
trols preventing access to the holy city during Muharram and 
Arba*een.

The regime's repression extended beyond the suppression of 
specific practices to a broader campaign against Shia religious 
leadership and institutions. Senior scholars were arrested, im­
prisoned, tortured, and killed. The most prominent victim was 
Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, who was executed 
along with his sister in 1980. The killing of al-Sadr sent a chilling 
message to the entire Shia community about the consequences 
of religious and political dissent.

Despite this repression, azadari continued underground. Pri­
vate homes became the primary venues for mourning gather­
ings, with families and small groups meeting in secret to recite 
elegies, listen to recitations of the Karbala narrative, and weep 
for Hussain. The risk involved in these gatherings was real; in­
formants were everywhere, and those caught participating in 
unauthorised religious activities faced arrest, imprisonment, or 
worse.
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The underground persistence of azadari during the Ba'athist 
period is one of the most remarkable testimonies to the re­
silience of the tradition. For more than three decades, under 
conditions of severe and often brutal repression, millions of 
Iraqi Shia continued to mourn for Hussain, maintaining a 
practice that connected them to their spiritual heritage and sus­
tained their sense of communal identity in the face of a regime 
determined to destroy both.

The Broader Middle Eastern Context

The challenges faced by azadari in Iraq were echoed, to varying 
degrees, in other parts of the Middle East. In Saudi Arabia, 
where the Wahhabi-influenced religious establishment viewed 
Shia practices with particular hostility, the small Shia commu- 

ity in the Eastern Province faced severe restrictions on mourn- 
Ig observances throughout the twentieth century. Public pro- 

jessions were prohibited, and gatherings were closely moni­
tored.

In Bahrain, where the Shia majority was governed by a Sun- 
ni monarchy, Muharram observances became intertwined with 
broader struggles for political representation and civil rights. 
The mourning season often coincided with protests and 
demonstrations, and the governments response oscillated be­
tween tolerance and repression.

In Lebanon, the situation was more complex. The countryrs 
confessional political system gave the Shia community a recog- 
nised, if historically subordinate, place in the national order, 
and Muharram observances were generally permitted. How­
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ever, the political and military upheavals of the Lebanese civil 
war (1975-1990) and the rise of Hezbollah as a political and 
military force transformed the context and meaning of azadari 
in Lebanon in ways that will be explored more fully in later 
chapters.

Reform Movements And Internal Critique

The colonial and modern periods also saw the emergence of 
reform movements within the Shia community that challenged 
certain aspects of the azadari tradition. These movements were 
motivated by a variety of concerns, including the desire to pre­
sent Shia Islam in a positive light to a broader audience, the 
influence of modernist ideas about reason and progress, and 
genuine theological questions about the authenticity and ap­
propriateness of certain mourning practices.

Some reformers focused on the content of mourning gather­
ings, arguing that the recitations delivered in majlis assemblies 
had become contaminated with historically inaccurate material, 
exaggerations, and fabrications that distorted the genuine nar・ 
rative of Karbala. These critics called for a return to authenti- 
cated historical sources and the elimination of embellishments 
that, in their view, undermined the credibility and spiritual 
power of the mourning tradition.

Others focused on the physical practices of azadari, arguing, as 
discussed in the previous chapter, that practices such as tatbir 
were harmful, undignified, and inconsistent with Islamic val- 
ues. These reformers promoted alternative forms of mourn- 
ing, such as blood donation, charitable giving, and intellectual 
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engagement with the lessons of Karbala, as more appropriate 
expressions of devotion.

Still others questioned the emotional culture of azadari, arguing 
that the tradition had become excessively focused on grief and 
suffering at the expense of the positive, empowering messages 
of Karbala. These critics called for a mourning tradition that 
emphasised Hussain's courage, his commitment to justice, and 
the revolutionary implications ofhis stand, rather than dwelling 
solely on the pathos ofhis suffering.

These reform movements generated intense debate within the 
Shia community and continue to do so. The tension be­
tween preservation and reform, between traditional practices 
and modernised alternatives, is one of the defining dynamics of 
:ontemporary azadari, and it is a tension that admits of no easy 
esolution.

The Wahhabi Challenge

No discussion of the modern pressures on azadari would be 
complete without an examination of the Wahhabi movement 
and its impact on Shia mourning practices. Wahhabism, the pu­
ritanical reform movement founded by Muhammad ibn Abd 
al-Wahhab in eighteenth-century Arabia, viewed many com­
mon Islamic practices, including shrine visitation, intercession, 
and elaborate mourning rituals, as innovations (bid'ah) that 
violated the original purity of Islam.

The Vi^ihhabi-Saudi alliance that conquered much of the Ara­
bian Peninsula in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen- 
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curies brought this ideology into direct confrontation with Shia 
practices. The Wahhabi destruction of Shia shrines and ceme­
teries, most notably the demolition of the al-Baqi cemetery in 
Medina in 1806 and again in 1925, was a traumatic event for the 
Shia community worldwide. The graves of four of the twelve 
Imams, along with other revered figures, were levelled, and the 
elaborate structures that had been built over them were de­
stroyed.

The 'V^ihhabi hostility to Shia practices was not confined to 
the Arabian Peninsula. As Wahhabi ideology spread through 
missionary activity, educational institutions, and the enormous 
financial resources of the Saudi state, it influenced attitudes 
towards Shia Islam in many parts of the Muslim world. In 
countries as diverse as Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Egypt, 
Wahhabi-influenced movements challenged the legitimacy of 
Shia mourning practices, sometimes through theological argu­
ment and sometimes through violence.

The Shia scholarly response to the Wahhabi challenge was vig­
orous and multifaceted. Scholars produced detailed refutations 
of Wahhabi arguments, defending the practices of shrine vis­
itation, intercession, and mourning on the basis of Quranic 
texts, hadith literature, and the practice of the early Muslim 
community. These polemical works, while primarily intended 
for a Shia audience, also circulated among Sunni scholars who 
did not share the Wahhabi interpretation and who defended 
many of the same practices.

The Wahhabi challenge also had the unintended effect of 
strengthening Shia communal solidarity. The experience of be­
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ing attacked, both verbally and physically, by a hostile ideo­
logical movement reinforced the sense of shared identity that 
azadari had always fostered. The mourning for Hussain, already 
a powerful expression of communal belonging, took on addi­
tional significance as an act of defiance against those who sought 
to delegitimise Shia faith and practice.

Nationalism And Mourning

The rise of modern nationalism in the Muslim world created 
new contexts for azadari. In countries where nationalism sought 
to create a unified national identity that transcended sectarian 
divisions, mourning practices could be seen either as a source 
of social cohesion or as a threat to national unity, depending on 
the perspective of the ruling elite.

n Iran, where the Shia majority and the national identity were 
closely intertwined, Muharram observances could be incorpo­
rated into the national narrative without difficulty. The Karbala 
story was, in many ways, already part of the Iranian national 
identity, and the mourning season reinforced a sense of shared 
Persian-Shia culture that served the purposes of national soli­
darity.

In countries with significant Shia minorities, such as Pakistan, 
Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia, the situation was more complicated. 
Mourning practices that expressed a specifically Shia identity 
could be perceived by ruling elites as challenges to the national 
unity they were trying to construct. The tension between sec­
tarian identity and national identity has been a recurring theme 
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in the politics of azadari in these countries, and it shows no sign 
of being resolved.

In Iraq, the relationship between national identity and sectarian 
mourning was perhaps the most fraught of all. The Ba'athist 
regimes attempt to construct a secular Arab nationalist identity 
explicitly excluded Shia religious expressions, and the suppres­
sion of azadari was part of a broader project of national ho­
mogenisation that denied the country's sectarian diversity. The 
post-2003 resurgence of azadari in Iraq was, in part, a reasser­
tion of an identity that had been violently suppressed, and the 
political implications of this reassertion continue to shape Iraqi 
politics.

The Global Anti-shia Current

The twentieth century also saw the emergence of a broader 
anti-Shia current in parts of the Muslim world, fuelled by a 
combination of ideological movements, geopolitical rivalries, 
and the deliberate instrumentalisation of sectarian identity by 
political actors. This current manifested itself in various ways, 
from the theological polemics of Wahhabi-influenced scholars 
to the violent attacks of sectarian militant groups in Pakistan, 
Iraq, and elsewhere.

Azadari became a particular target of this anti-Shia senti­
ment because of its visibility and its centrality to Shia identi­
ty- Muharram processions, with their large crowds and public 
displays of sectarian identity; were vulnerable to attack, and the 
deliberate targeting of mourners by terrorist groups became a 
recurring feature of the sectarian violence that plagued several 
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Muslim-majority countries in the late twentieth and early twen­
ty-first centuries.

The impact of this violence on the mourning tradition was pro­
found. Communities that had previously held open, inclusive 
Muharram processions were forced to adopt stringent security 
measures, transforming what had been joyful, communal cel­
ebrations of faith into heavily guarded events conducted un­
der the shadow of potential attack. The psychological toll on 
mourners, who had to contend with the very real possibility of 
being killed while performing an act of devotion, added a new 
layer of meaning to the tradition of mourning for those who 
sacrificed their lives for their faith.

And yet, through every challenge, the tradition endured. The 
-nourning that had always carried political implications was 
I bout to become, in the most dramatic way imaginable, an 
istrument of revolutionary change. The events of1979 in Iran, 

and of2003 in Iraq, would transform azadari on a scale not seen 
since the Safavids.
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Chapter Eight： The Revolution, the 
Revival, and Iraq's Return

The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries wit­
nessed two events that transformed azadari on a scale not 

seen since the Safavid era. The first was the Iranian Revolution 
of 1979, which demonstrated the political power of Karbala 
symbolism and made azadari an instrument of revolutionary 
change. The second was the fall of Saddam Hussein s regime in 
2003, which unleashed a massive resurgence of Shia mourning 
in Iraq, culminating in the Arbaeen pilgrimage that has be­
come, by some measures, the largest annual peaceful gathering 
in human history. Together, these events reshaped the meaning, 
practice, and global visibility of azadari in profound ways.

The Iranian Revolution And The Politics Of
Karbala

The revolution that toppled the Shah of Iran in February 1979 
was, among many other things, a demonstration of the extra­
ordinary mobilising power of the Karbala narrative. From the 
earliest stages of the revolutionary movement, the symbolism of 
Hussains stand against ^zid was deployed by the opposition to 
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frame their struggle against the Pahlavi monarchy. The Shah was 
^zid, a tyrant who had abandoned Islamic values in favour of 
"Western decadence and autocratic power. The revolutionaries 
were the inheritors of Hussain*s mission, willing to sacrifice 
everything in the cause of justice.

句atollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the leading figure of the revolu­
tion, was masterful in his use ofKarbala symbolism. Khomeini's 
rhetoric drew constantly on the imagery of Ashura, invoking 
the sacrifice of Hussain to inspire courage, to justify resistance, 
and to sanctify the revolutionary struggle. His famous declara­
tion that "every day is Ashura, and every land is Karbala," echo­
ing the saying attributed to Imam Ja for al-Sadiq, was not merely 
a theological statement. It was a call to arms, an insistence that 
the duty to resist tyranny was not confined to a single historical 
vent but was a permanent obligation for all Muslims.

i'he timing of the revolutionary movement amplified the power 
of this symbolism. Key moments in the revolution coincided 
with the Islamic calendar in ways that seemed providential. 
The massive demonstrations of Muharram 1978 (December 
1978 by the Gregorian calendar), when millions of Iranians 
took to the streets in what were ostensibly religious processions 
but were, in effect, revolutionary marches, demonstrated how 
seamlessly azadari could be transformed into political action.

The mourning processions of December 1978 were among the 
largest demonstrations in Iranian history, and they were deci­
sive in turning the tide against the Shah. The processions fol­
lowed the traditional forms of azadari, with black-clad marchers 
chanting slogans and beating their chests, but the slogans were 
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political as well as religious, and the chests were beaten not only 
in grief for Hussain but in defiance of the Shah. The fusion of 
mourning and revolution was complete.

Azadari In The Islamic Republic

After the revolution, the new Islamic Republic of Iran made 
azadari a central element of its official culture. Muharram ob­
servances were not merely permitted； they were promoted, 
funded, and broadcast by the state. The mourning season be­
came the most important period in the Iranian public calendar, 
with state television devoting extensive coverage to mourning 
gatherings, processions, and taziyeh performances.

The state sponsorship of azadari under the Islamic Republic 
was both a continuation of the Safavid tradition and a signifi­
cant departure from it. Like the Safavids, the Islamic Republic 
used mourning for Hussain as a tool of political legitimation, 
linking the ruling system*s authority to its alignment with the 
Ahl al-Bayt. But the Islamic Republic went further than the 
Safavids in explicitly politicising the mourning tradition, fram­
ing Karbala not merely as a historical event to be commemorat­
ed but as a revolutionary model to be emulated.

This politicisation of azadari had complex consequences. On 
one hand, it elevated the status of mourning practices and en­
sured their place in the public sphere. On the other hand, it 
created tensions between the spiritual and political purposes 
of mourning. Some Iranians felt that the state's appropriation 
of azadari had stripped it of its authentic devotional character, 

119



CHAPTER EIGHT： THE REVOLUTION, THE REVIVAL,...

turning a practice of genuine grief and spiritual connection into 
a tool of government propaganda.

The Islamic Republic also imposed its own standards on 
mourning practices, most notably through the prohibition of 
tatbir, as discussed in Chapter Six. The state's ability to regulate 
the forms of azadari, determining which practices were accept­
able and which were not, represented a significant assertion of 
political authority over religious practice, and it was not univer­
sally welcomed within the scholarly community.

The Iran-iraq War And The Cult OfMartyrdom

The Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) added a new and powerful ele­
ment to the relationship between azadari and politics. The war, 
n which hundreds of thousands of young Iranians were killed, 
^as framed by the Iranian leadership in explicitly Karbala-like 
terms. Iranian soldiers were depicted as the followers of Hus­
sain, marching willingly towards martyrdom in defence oflslam 
and justice. Saddam Hussein was cast as the new *zid, a tyrant 
seeking to destroy the Islamic revolution.

The cult of martyrdom that developed during the war drew 
heavily on the iconography and emotional register of azadari. 
War memorials, propaganda posters, and official commemora­
tions used the same visual language as Muharram observances, 
with the colour red symbolising blood, the colour green sym­
bolising the family of the Prophet, and images of tulips (sym­
bolic of martyrdom in Persian culture) adorning the streets and 

public buildings.
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The intertwining of war commemoration and Karbala mourn­
ing created a powerful emotional complex that shaped Iranian 
public culture for decades. Families who had lost sons in the war 
found in azadari a framework for understanding and dignifying 
their loss. The mourning for Hussain and the mourning for war 
martyrs became deeply interconnected, with the same emotion­
al language, the same rituals, and the same public spaces serving 
both purposes.

This fusion of war memory and religious mourning had both 
unifying and divisive effects. It created a shared emotional ex­
perience that bound many Iranians together and gave meaning 
to their suffering. But it also tied the mourning tradition more 
tightly to the political establishment, making it difficult to sep­
arate genuine devotion from state-sponsored ideology.

The Fall Of Saddam And Iraq's Awakening

If the Iranian Revolution demonstrated the political power of 
azadari, the fall of Saddam Hussein's regime in 2003 demon­
strated its spiritual resilience. After more than three decades of 
severe repression, Iraqi Shia mourning practices erupted back 
into public life with an intensity that astonished observers.

Within days of the regime's collapse, millions of Iraqis con­
verged on Karbala for the first open Arbaeen pilgrimage in a 
generation. The scenes were deeply moving. Men and women 
who had been forbidden from mourning publicly for decades 
walked hundreds of kilometres on foot to reach the shrine of 

Hussain, weeping, chanting, and beating their chests in expres­
sions of grief that had been suppressed but never extinguished.
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The images of the 2003 Arba'een, broadcast around the world, 
were a powerful testament to the durability of azadari. Despite 
thirty-five years of Ba athist repression, during which mourning 
practices had been driven underground and their practitioners 
had faced imprisonment, torture, and death, the tradition had 
survived intact. The moment the constraints were removed, it 
surged back with undiminished force.

The post-2003 revival of azadari in Iraq was not without com­
plications. The country's descent into sectarian violence, the 
rise of extremist groups, and the instability of the political or­
der all created dangers for mourners and pilgrims. Muharram 
processions and Arbaeen pilgrimages were repeatedly target­
ed by terrorist attacks, with bombings and shootings killing 
hundreds of worshippers in the years following the invasion. 
The courage of Iraqis who continued to participate in these 
>bservances despite the constant threat of violence was itself a 
orm ofbearing witness, a refusal to allow fear to extinguish the 

flame of remembrance.

The Arba'een Pilgrimage

The Arbaeen pilgrimage has, in the years since 2003, grown 
into what many believe to be the largest annual peaceful gath- 
ering on Earth. Each year, tens of millions of pilgrims, estimates 
range from fifteen to twenty-five million or more, travel to Kar- 
bala to mark the fortieth day after Ashura. The majority walk, 
many of them covering the eighty-kilometre route from Najaf 
to Karbala on foot over several days.
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The scale of the Arbaeen pilgrimage is staggering, and it dwarfs 
other large religious gatherings such as the Hajj, the Kumbh 
Mela (though the Kumbh Mela's numbers fluctuate enor­
mously), or the congregation at the Vatican on Christmas. What 
makes the pilgrimage even more remarkable is its grassroots 
organisation. While the Iraqi government provides security and 
logistical support, the pilgrimage itself is largely organised by 
ordinary people and community groups who set up "mawak- 
ibM (service stations) along the route, offering free food, drink, 
accommodation, and medical care to the pilgrims.

The mawakib are one of the most extraordinary features of 
the Arbaeen pilgrimage. Thousands of these stations line the 
routes to Karbala, staffed by volunteers who work around the 
clock to serve the pilgrims. The food is provided free of charge, 
funded by donations from individuals, families, and businesses. 
The variety and quality of the food served is often remarkable, 
with some mawakib offering elaborate meals that would not be 
out of place in a restaurant. The ethos of the mawakib is one 
of radical hospitality: no one is turned away, no one is asked to 
pay, and no one is questioned about their religious identity or 
background.

This culture of service is deeply connected to the theology of 
azadari. Serving the pilgrims is understood as an act of devotion 
to Hussain, a way ofhonouring his memory by caring for those 
who come to mourn him. Many volunteers describe their work 
at the mawakib as the most spiritually fulfilling experience of 
their year, more meaningful even than the mourning gatherings 
themselves.
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The Global Visibility Of Arba'een

Despite its enormous size, the Arbaeen pilgrimage has received 
relatively little coverage in "Western media, a fact that has been 
noted and lamented by both Shia commentators and indepen­
dent observers. Various explanations have been offered for this 
lack of coverage, including the security challenges of reporting 
from Iraq, the "Western medias general unfamiliarity with Shia 
religious practices, and the uncomfortable way in which a mas­
sive, peaceful gathering ofMuslims challenges prevailing media 
narratives about Islam and violence.

In recent years, social media has partially filled this gap. Videos 
and images of the Arbaeen pilgrimage, shared by pilgrims and 
observers, have reached global audiences through platforms 
uch as YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter. These grassroots 
ledia efforts have raised awareness of the pilgrimage and have 

htroduced many people, both Muslim and non-Muslim, to the 
tradition of azadari for the first time.

The growing visibility of Arbaeen has also sparked new con­
versations about the meaning and significance of azadari in the 
contemporary world. For many observers, the pilgrimage repre­
sents a powerful counter-example to the images of violence and 
extremism that dominate media coverage of the Muslim world. 
The sight of millions of people walking peacefully together, 
serving one another with generosity and warmth, mourning a 
figure who stood for justice and compassion, offers a vision of 
Islam that is often obscured by the headlines.

Hezbollah And Azadari In Lebanon
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The rise ofHezbollah in Lebanon has added another chapter to 
the political history of azadari. Hezbollah, which emerged in the 
early 1980s as a Shia political and military movement inspired 
by the Iranian Revolution, has made extensive use of Karbala 
symbolism in its ideology and public communications.

Hezbollahs Muharram observances are elaborate, well-funded, 
and politically charged. For decades, the movements long-time 
leader, Hassan Nasrallah, delivered major speeches during the 
Ashura commemorations, using the mourning season as an oc­
casion to address both the spiritual and political concerns of the 
Shia community. Nasrallah s killing in an Israeli airstrike in Sep­
tember 2024 was itself framed by many Shia in the language of 
Karbala, his death understood through the lens of martyrdom 
and sacrifice that the tradition provides. The imagery of Kar­
bala, with its themes of resistance, sacrifice, and standing against 
overwhelming odds, maps readily onto Hezbollah's self-under­
standing as a resistance movement, and the organisation has 
drawn on this imagery with considerable skill.

The Hezbollah example illustrates a broader pattern in the con­
temporary history of azadari: the use of mourning practices and 
Karbala symbolism by political movements seeking to mobilise 
Shia communities. This pattern is visible not only in Lebanon 
but in Iraq, Bahrain, and other contexts where Shia political 
movements have drawn on the emotional power of azadari to 
build support and justify their actions.

Tensions And Opportunities
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The post-revolutionary and post-Saddam period has brought 
new challenges as well as new opportunities for 彩adari. The 
politicisation of mourning, while it has raised the profile and 
visibility of the tradition, has also created tensions within Shia 
communities about the appropriate relationship between de­
votion and politics. Some scholars and community leaders have 
expressed concern that the use of Karbala symbolism for polit­
ical purposes risks reducing a profound spiritual tradition to a 

tool of factional competition.

The security challenges facing mourners in conflict zones, par­
ticularly in Iraq and Pakistan, remain significant. Terrorist at­
tacks on Muharram processions and Arba'een pilgrimages con­
tinue to claim lives, and the constant threat of violence casts a 
•hadow over observances that should be occasions of spiritual 

enewal and communal bonding.

At the same time, the Arbaeen pilgrimage and the global vis­
ibility of azadari have created new opportunities for inter伽th 
dialogue, cultural exchange, and the sharing of the Karbala mes­
sage with audiences that might never encounter it otherwise. 
The tradition's capacity for renewal and adaptation, demon­
strated so powerfully in the aftermath of the Iraqi and Iranian 
revolutions, suggests that it will continue to find new forms and 

new audiences in the years to come.

The Culture Of The Arba'een Walk

Beyond its sheer scale, the walk to Karbala has developed its own 
distinctive culture. The walk from Najaf to Karbala, or from 
other cities such as Basra, Nasiriyah, or even Baghdad, is not 

126



DR. SAIYED ALIAL-RAZAVI

merely a journey from one point to another. It is a transforma­
tive spiritual experience that many participants describe as the 
most profound of their lives.

The pilgrims walk in groups, often organised by family, neigh­
bourhood, or community affiliation. They carry banners and 
flags bearing religious inscriptions, images of the shrines, and 
the names of the Imams. Many wear black clothing, though 
some wear green headbands or sashes. The atmosphere along 
the route is one of intense devotion mixed with warmth and 
camaraderie, as strangers become companions and the shared 
purpose of the journey creates bonds of friendship that can last 
a lifetime.

The physical demands of the walk are considerable. The dis­
tance from Najaf to Karbala is approximately eighty kilometres, 
and many pilgrims cover it in two to three days, sleeping in the 
open air or in the tented accommodation provided by mawakib 
along the route. For elderly pilgrims, for those with disabilities, 
and for families with young children, the journey is particularly 
challenging, and the willingness to endure physical hardship for 
the sake of reaching Hussain's shrine is itself understood as an 
act of devotion.

The mawakib, the service stations that line the route, are one of 
the most remarkable features of the pilgrimage. These stations, 
numbering in the thousands, are set up and staffed by volun­
teers who provide food, water, tea, medical care, foot washing, 
and even laundry services to the passing pilgrims, all entirely 
free of charge. The generosity of the mawakib is legendary, with 
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some stations serving tens of thousands of meals per day during 
the peak period of the pilgrimage.

The ethos of the mawakib is rooted in the concept of "khid- 
ma,M or service, which is understood as a form of devotion 
to Hussain. Those who serve at the mawakib believe that by 
caring for the pilgrims who come to mourn Hussain, they are 
earning spiritual merit and participating in the cosmic act of 
mourning that the tradition celebrates. The service is provided 
to all comers, regardless of religious affiliation, and non-Muslim 
visitors who have experienced the Arba'een pilgrimage consis­
tently report being astonished by the warmth and generosity 
they encounter.

The International Reach

The Arba'een pilgrimage has become increasingly international 
in recent years, drawing pilgrims from across the Shia world 
and beyond. While the majority of pilgrims are Iraqi, signif­
icant contingents come from Iran, Pakistan, India, Bahrain, 
Lebanon, Azerbaijan, and other countries with Shia popula­
tions. The logistical challenges of accommodating millions of 
international visitors are enormous, and the Iraqi government, 
in cooperation with religious authorities and volunteer organ­
isations, has developed increasingly sophisticated systems for 
managing the influx.

The international character of the pilgrimage has given it a sig­
nificance that extends beyond the purely devotional. For many 
participants, the Arba'een walk is an experience of the glob­
al ummah (Muslim community) in its most tangible form, a 
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demonstration that the Shia, community transcends national 
boundaries and political divisions. Walking alongside pilgrims 
from dozens of different countries, sharing food and conver­
sation, and arriving together at the shrine of Hussain creates a 
powerful sense of global solidarity that reinforces the universal­
ity of the Karbala message.

The pilgrimage has also attracted growing numbers of 
non-Muslim visitors, journalists, and researchers, drawn by its 
sheer scale and by the culture of generosity and peace that char­
acterises it. Their accounts, published in various media outlets 
and shared on social media, have helped to raise the profile of 
the Arbaeen pilgrimage internationally and have contributed 
to a broader understanding of Shia Islam and its practices.

Azadari And Sectarianism In The Post-2003 Era

The resurgence of azadari in post-2003 Iraq has been accompa­
nied by a complex and sometimes troubling relationship with 
sectarian politics. The fall of Saddam Hussein and the estab­
lishment of a democratic political system in Iraq gave the Shia 
majority unprecedented political power, and the assertion of 
Shia religious identity, including the public practice of azadari, 
became intertwined with the broader dynamics of sectarian 
competition.

The bombing campaigns against Muharram processions and 
Arbaeen pilgrims, carried out primarily by al-Qaeda in Iraq and 
later by the Islamic State, were attempts to provoke sectarian 
conflict and to intimidate the Shia community into abandoning 
its public religious practices. These attacks killed thousands of
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innocent worshippers and cast a pall over the mourning season 
for many years.

The Shia community's response to these attacks was, for the 
most part, one of dignified perseverance. Rather than retaliating 
or abandoning their practices, the vast majority of Iraqi Shia 
continued to attend mourning gatherings and participate in the 
Arba'een pilgrimage, often defiantly declaring that no amount 
of violence would deter them from honouring their faith. This 
determination was itself a form of azadari, a willingness to risk 
one*s life for the sake of Hussain's memory that echoed the 

original sacrifice at Karbala.

The role of Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani in guiding the Shia commu­
nity through this period of crisis was widely recognised as cru­
cial. Sistani's consistent calls for restraint, for non-retaliation, 
and for the preservation of national unity in the face of sec­
tarian provocation helped to prevent the cycle of violence from 
spiralling out of control. His authority, grounded in decades of 
scholarly work and personal piety, gave his counsel a weight that 
few other figures could have matched.

While these transformations reshaped azadari in its historical 
heartlands, the tradition was simultaneously taking root in an 
entirely different setting. Migration and globalisation were car­
rying Shia mourning practices to the cities of Europe, North 
America, and beyond, where they would face challenges and 
opportunities that no previous generation of mourners had 
encountered.
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The second half of the twentieth century and the opening 
decades of the twenty-first have seen the Shia Muslim 
community spread across the globe in unprecedented ways. 

Migration driven by economic opportunity, political upheaval, 
and conflict has created significant Shia populations in Western 
Europe, North America, East Africa, Australia, and beyond. 
With these communities has come azadari, transplanted from 
its traditional homelands into radically different cultural, le­
gal, and social contexts. The story of azadari in the diaspora 
is one of adaptation, negotiation, and, at times, creative rein­
vention, as communities seek to maintain the spiritual core of 
their mourning tradition while navigating the realities of life as 
minorities in secular, multicultural societies.

The British Experience

The United Kingdom, and London in particular, has been 
home to significant Shia communities since the mid-twentieth 
century. The earliest arrivals were largely from the Indian sub­
continent, particularly from areas that became Pakistan after 
the partition of 1947. Later waves of migration brought Shia
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Muslims from Iran (particularly after the 1979 revolution), Iraq 
(fleeing Baathist repression and later conflict), Lebanon, and 
East Africa (where Indian-origin Shia communities had been 
established during the colonial period).

The development of azadari in Britain has been shaped by the 
diversity of these communities and by the challenges of prac­
tising in a Western, largely secular environment. In the ear­
ly decades of settlement, mourning gatherings were typically 
held in private homes and rented halls, with small commu­
nities pooling their resources to organise majlis programmes 
during Muharram. As communities grew and became more 
established, purpose-built or converted husayniyyahs and com­
munity centres were established in cities such as London, Birm- 
ngham, Manchester, and others.

rhe British context has presented both opportunities and chal­
lenges for azadari. On the opportunity side, the United King­
dom's tradition of religious tolerance and its legal protections 
for religious practice have generally allowed Shia communities 
to observe Muharram without interference. Public processions 
have been held in several British cities, and while they have 
sometimes attracted curiosity from passers-by; they have gener­
ally been conducted peacefully and without significant opposi­
tion.

On the challenge side, the British context has forced communi­
ties to grapple with questions that did not arise in their coun­
tries of origin. How should mourning practices be adapted for 
a society in which the Karbala narrative is entirely unknown 
to most people? How should communities respond to me­
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dia coverage that focuses on the most dramatic physical prac­
tices while ignoring the spiritual and intellectual dimensions 
of azadari? How should the tradition be transmitted to second 
and third-generation British Muslims who have grown up in a 
cultural environment very different from that of their parents 
and grandparents?

North America: Building From Scratch

The Shia experience in North America, both the United States 
and Canada, shares many features with the British experience 
but also has its own distinctive character. The North American 
Shia community is highly diverse, drawing from virtually every 
part of the Shia world, and this diversity has created both rich­
ness and complexity in the practice of azadari.

In the United States, Shia communities have established hun­
dreds of centres and organisations across the country, from ma­
jor cities such as New "York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, 
and Washington, DC, to smaller communities in suburban and 
even rural areas. The largest concentrations are in the Detroit 
metropolitan area, which is home to one of the largest Arab 
American populations in the count% and in the greater Hous­
ton area, which has attracted significant numbers of South 
Asian Shia Muslims.

The development of azadari in North America has followed 
a pattern similar to that in Britain： early gatherings in private 
homes, followed by the establishment of community centres 
and purpose-built husayniyyahs as communities grew. The scale 
and sophistication of these institutions varies enormously, from 
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modest centres serving a few dozen families to large, well-fund­
ed organisations with full-time staff and extensive program­
ming.

One distinctive feature of the North American context is the 
emphasis on intellectual and educational programming along­
side traditional mourning practices. Many North American 
Shia centres have invested heavily in English-language program­
ming, producing lectures, publications, and online content that 
engage with the Karbala narrative in ways accessible to Eng­
lish-speaking audiences, including non-Muslims. This empha­
sis reflects both the educational orientation of many North 
American Shia families (a significant proportion of the com­
munity consists of professionals and academics) and the recog­
nition that the tradition must be articulated in new ways to 
•each new audiences.

The Language Question

One of the most significant challenges facing azadari in the 
diaspora is the question of language. The mourning tradition 
has historically been expressed primarily in Arabic, Persian, and 
Urdu (with significant traditions in other languages such as 
Turkish, Gujarati, and Swahili). In diaspora contexts, where 
second and third-generation community members are often 
more comfortable in English, French, or other Western lan­
guages than in their ancestral tongues, the question of language 
has become a source of considerable tension.

The older generation, who grew up with the mourning tradi­
tion in its original languages, often feel a deep attachment to the 
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specific literary forms, poetic conventions, and rhetorical styles 
that have shaped azadari for centuries. The marsiya tradition 
of Urdu, the rawda-khwani tradition of Persian, the classical 
Arabic elegies, these are not merely vehicles for conveying in­
formation. They are art forms whose aesthetic and emotional 
power is intimately tied to the languages in which they were cre­
ated. For many older community members, the idea of replacing 
these with English equivalents feels like a diminishment, a loss 
of something precious and irreplaceable.

The younger generation, however, often finds it difficult to 
engage with mourning practices conducted in languages they 
do not fully understand. Sitting through a two-hour majlis 
delivered in Urdu or Arabic when one's primary language is 
English can be an alienating experience, and many young people 
in the diaspora report feeling disconnected from the mourning 
tradition as a result. This disconnection is a source of genuine 
concern for community leaders, who recognise that if the tra­
dition cannot speak to the younger generation in their own 
language, it risks losing them entirely;

The response to this challenge has varied across communities. 
Some have adopted a bilingual approach, with portions of the 
mourning programme conducted in the ancestral language and 
portions in English. Others have moved more decisively towards 
English-language programming, training a new generation of 
speakers and reciters who can deliver the Karbala narrative in 
English with the emotional power and theological depth that 
the tradition demands. A growing body of English-language 
mourning poetry; nohas, and latmiyyat (rhythmic mourning 
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chants) has emerged, though it has not yet achieved the literary 
quality of the classical traditions in other languages.

Technology And Azadari

The impact of technology on diaspora azadari has been enor­
mous and will be explored more fully in Chapter Eleven. But 
it is worth noting here how profoundly the internet, social me­
dia, and livestreaming have transformed the diaspora experience 
specifically, creating new possibilities for connection while also 
raising questions about authenticity and engagement.

Livestreaming of majlis gatherings and Muharram processions 
has become commonplace, allowing diaspora communities to 
'articipate in mourning events taking place thousands of miles 
vay. A family in London can watch a live broadcast of a majlis 
om Karbala. A young professional in Toronto can listen to a 

sermon from Najaf on her commute. A student in Sydney can 
follow the Arba'een pilgrimage in real time through social media 
posts and live video feeds.

This virtual connectivity has created a sense of global com­
munity that transcends geographical boundaries. Diaspora Shia 
Muslims who might feel isolated in their local contexts can 
connect with a vast, worldwide community of mourners, rein­
forcing their sense of identity and belonging. The emotional ex­
perience of mourning, while different through a screen than in 
person, can nonetheless be powerful, and many diaspora com­
munity members report finding genuine spiritual sustenance in 
online mourning content.
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At the same time, the digitisation of azadari has raised questions 
about the nature of communal mourning. A majlis gather­
ing is, traditionally, a deeply embodied experience: the physical 
presence of other mourners, the shared weeping, the collective 
chest-beating, the warmth of bodies in a crowded room, all of 
these elements contribute to the emotional and spiritual impact 
of the experience. Etching a livestream alone at home, while 
it provides access to the content of the mourning programme, 
cannot fully replicate the communal heart of the experience.

Social media has also democratised the production and distrib­
ution of mourning content in ways that are both empowering 
and challenging. Anyone with a smartphone can record and 
share a noha, a sermon, or a clip from a procession. This has cre­
ated an explosion of mourning content in multiple languages, 
making azadari more accessible and visible than ever before. 
But it has also created concerns about quality control： not all 
the content circulating online is theologically sound, and the 
absence of the curatorial role traditionally played by scholars 
and community leaders has led to the proliferation of material 
that some regard as inaccurate or inappropriate.

Generational Tensions

The question of how to transmit the mourning tradition to 
the next generation is perhaps the most pressing concern facing 
diaspora Shia communities. The generational tensions that sur­
round this question are not unique to azadari； they are common 
to virtually every immigrant religious community that must 
navigate the gap between the culture of origin and the culture of 
settlement. But they take on particular intensity in the context 
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of azadari because of the tradition s centrality to Shia identity 
and its deeply emotional character.

Older community members often worry that the younger gen­
eration's attachment to the tradition is superficial, that young 
people attend mourning gatherings out ofhabit or social oblig­
ation rather than genuine spiritual engagement. They see the 
declining attendance at majlis programmes, particularly among 
teenagers and young adults, as a sign of cultural erosion. They 
fear that the rich literary and spiritual heritage of azadari is being 
lost as young people who cannot read Urdu or Arabic lose access 
to the primary texts of the tradition.

Ybung people, for their part, often feel caught between compet­
ing demands. They may feel genuine attachment to the mourn­
ing tradition, and many report powerful emotional experiences 
during Muharram, but they may also feel that the forms in 
which the tradition is delivered are outdated, inaccessible, or 
disconnected from their daily lives. They may find it difficult 
to relate to reciters who speak in languages they do not fully 
understand or who employ rhetorical conventions that seem 
foreign and antiquated. They may be put off by what they 
perceive as excessive emphasis on grief at the expense of the 
empowering, action-oriented messages of the Karbala narrative.

Some diaspora communities have responded to these tensions 
with innovative programming designed to engage younger au­
diences. Youth-focused majlis programmes, interactive work­
shops on the Karbala narrative, social media campaigns, and 
community service projects tied to the values of Hussain's sacri­
fice have all been developed in various diaspora contexts. These 
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initiatives represent an attempt to honour the traditions essen­
tial content while adapting its forms to the needs and sensibili­
ties of a new generation.

East African Communities

The Shia communities of East Africa, particularly in Kenya, 
Tanzania, and Uganda, are worth a closer look in any discussion 
of diaspora azadari. These communities, primarily of South 
Asian (especially Khoja Ithna-Ashari) origin, were established 
during the colonial period and have maintained vibrant tradi­
tions of mourning that reflect their unique cultural position at 
the intersection of Indian, African, and British influences.

The East African Shia communities are notable for their strong 
institutional life, including well-organised jamaat (communi­
ty) structures, purpose-built husayniyyahs, and thorough pro­
grammes of religious education. Muharram observances in 
cities such as Nairobi, Dar es Salaam, and Mombasa are elab­
orate and well-attended, drawing on both the subcontinental 
mourning traditions brought by the original migrants and local 
adaptations that reflect the African context.

The East African communities have also been significant ex­
porters of diaspora culture, as many members migrated on­
wards to the United Kingdom, Canada, and other Western 
countries from the l%0s onwards, bringing their particular 
traditions of azadari with them. The Khoja community's em­
phasis on organisation, education, and communal solidarity has 
made a significant contribution to the development of Shia 
institutions in the West.
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Azadari In Australia

The Australian Shia community, while smaller than those of 
Britain and North America, has developed its own vibrant tra­
dition of azadari. Concentrated primarily in the cities of Sydney 
and Melbourne, the community draws from a diverse range of 
backgrounds, including Lebanese, Iraqi, Iranian, Afghan, and 
South Asian origins.

Australian azadari faces many of the same challenges as the 
tradition in other Western contexts： language barriers, gener­
ational tensions, and the need to explain mourning practices 
to a wider society that is largely unfamiliar with them. The 
Australian community has been notably active in using social 
media and online platforms to share mourning content and to 
connect with the global Shia community.

Identity And Belonging

For many diaspora Shia Muslims, azadari plays a crucial role 
in the construction and maintenance of identity. In contexts 
where they are a minority within a minority (Muslims within 
Western societies, Shia within Muslim communities), the prac­
tice of mourning for Hussain provides a powerful anchor of 
identity, a set of practices and narratives that connect them to 
a global community and to a history that stretches back over 
thirteen centuries.

The mourning season, and particularly the first ten days of 
Muharram, creates a rhythm of communal life that punctuates 
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the secular calendar of Western societies. For femilies that par­
ticipate fully in the mourning programme, these ten days are 
a period of intense communal activity, with multiple gather­
ings per day, communal meals, processions, and late-night vig­
ils. This concentrated period of communal engagement creates 
bonds of friendship and solidarity that sustain the community 
throughout the rest of the year.

For young people growing up in the diaspora, the mourning 
season can be a formative experience. The emotional intensity 
of the majlis, the sense of belonging to a community united 
by shared grief and shared values, and the encounter with a 
narrative of sacrifice and justice that stands in stark contrast to 
the individualism and materialism ofWestern consumer culture 
can leave a deep and lasting impression. Many diaspora Shia 
Muslims point to their childhood experiences of Muharram as 
the foundation of their religious identity and their commitment 
to social justice.

Continuity And Change

The future of azadari in the diaspora will be shaped by many 
of the same forces that have shaped its past: migration, gener­
ational change, technological innovation, and the ongoing ne­
gotiation between tradition and adaptation. What seems clear 
is that the tradition will continue to evolve, finding new forms 
and new languages in which to express the timeless message of 
Karbala.

The challenge for diaspora communities is to manage this evo­
lution in a way that preserves the spiritual depth and emotional 
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power of the tradition while making it accessible and meaning­
ful to new generations and new audiences. This is not an easy 
task, but it is one that the tradition has accomplished before, 
in the transition from Arabic to Persian, from Persian to Urdu, 
from the courts ofBaghdad to the villages oflndia. The capacity 
of azadari to adapt to new contexts while remaining true to its 
essential content is one of its most remarkable qualities, and 
there is every reason to believe that this capacity will serve it well 
in the diaspora as it has in every other setting throughout its 
long history.

Interfaith Encounters

One of the more interesting developments in diaspora azadari 
】as been the emergence of interfaith engagement around the 
larbala narrative. In Western countries, where interfaith dia­

logue is an established part of religious and civic life, some Shia 

communities have begun to share the story of Hussain with 
non-Muslim audiences, not as an exercise in proselytism but as 
a contribution to broader conversations about justice, sacrifice, 
and moral courage.

These interfaith initiatives have taken various forms. Some 
communities have invited non-Muslim neighbours to attend 
Muharram programmes, providing explanatory materials and 
creating welcoming environments for visitors who may be en­
tirely unfamiliar with the tradition. Others have participated in 
interfaith events organised by churches, universities, and civic 
organisations, offering presentations on the Karbala narrative 
and its relevance to contemporary ethical concerns.
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The "Who is Hussain?” campaign, mentioned in the previous 
chapter, has been a significant vehicle for this kind of outreach. 
Operating in dozens of countries, the campaign uses modern 
marketing techniques, social media, and public events to intro­
duce the figure of Hussain to broad audiences. The campaign's 
approach is deliberately non-sectarian, emphasising the univer­
sal reach of Hussains message rather than its specifically Shia 
theological context.

The response to these interfaith initiatives has been mixed but 
generally positive. Many non-Muslim participants report being 
moved by the Karbala narrative and impressed by the depth of 
devotion it inspires. Some have drawn parallels with the suffer­
ing narratives of their own traditions, finding in the story of 
Hussain echoes of Christs Passion, of Jewish narratives of per­
secution and exile, or of the stories of martyrdom and resistance 
that feature in many religious and secular traditions.

At the same time, interfaith engagement raises complex ques­
tions about the boundaries of the tradition. How much can 
the Karbala narrative be "translated" for non-Muslim audiences 
without losing its specifically religious content? Is there a risk of 
reducing Hussain from a divinely appointed Imam to a generic 
symbol of human rights? These questions are actively debated 
within diaspora communities, and they reflect the broader ten­
sions between universalism and particularity that characterise 
many aspects of contemporary religious life.

The Role Of Women In Diaspora Azadari
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The position of women within diaspora azadari is worth partic­
ular attention, as it has been shaped by the intersection of tra­
ditional mourning practices with the gender norms of Western 
societies. In many traditional Shia contexts, mourning gather­
ings are segregated by gender, with men and women occupying 
separate spaces and listening to separate speakers. This segrega­
tion has been maintained in many diaspora settings, but it has 
also been challenged by women who argue that gender separa­
tion is a cultural rather than a religious requirement and that it 
limits women's full participation in the mourning tradition.

The diaspora has seen the emergence of a new generation of 
female scholars and speakers who are demanding a greater role 
in the public life of the community, including in the delivery 
of mourning programmes. Some communities have responded 
positively to these demands, creating opportunities for women 
b address mixed audiences and to contribute to the intellectual 
fe of the mourning tradition. Others have resisted, arguing that 

gender segregation is an important aspect of the tradition that 
should be preserved.

The question of women's roles in azadari is particularly signif­
icant because of the centrality of female figures in the Karbala 
narrative itself Zainab, Sakina, Umm Kulthum, and the other 
women of Hussain's household are among the most revered 
figures in the mourning tradition, and their courage, eloquence, 
and resilience provide powerful models of female agency and 
leadership. The apparent tension between the prominence of 
these female role models in the narrative and the subordinate 
role of women in many mourning institutions has not gone
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unnoticed, and it is a source of ongoing discussion within the 
community.

The Economics Of Mourning

Diaspora azadari also has a significant economic side that is 
often overlooked. The mourning season generates considerable 
economic activity, from the hiring of speakers and reciters to 
the catering of communal meals, the production of mourning 
literature and media, and the fundraising that sustains commu­
nity institutions throughout the year.

For professional speakers and reciters, the Muharram season is 
the peak of their working year. The most sought-after speak­
ers command significant fees and travel extensively within the 
diaspora circuit, delivering sermons and recitations at multi­
ple centres over the course of the mourning season. The eco­
nomics of this professional circuit raise their own questions, 
about the commercialisation of a devotional tradition, about 
the relationship between market demand and theological qual­
ity, and about the power dynamics between communities and 
the speakers they hire.

The fundraising aspect of Muharram is also significant. Many 
community centres rely on the heightened communal engage­
ment of the mourning season to raise the funds they need 
to operate throughout the year. Appeals for donations during 
mourning gatherings can be highly effective, drawing on the 
emotional intensity of the moment and the sense of communal 
obligation that the season creates. However, some communi­
ty members have expressed concern that excessive fundraising 
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during mourning gatherings can detract from their spiritual 
purpose, turning what should be occasions of devotion into 
occasions of solicitation.

The Challenge Of Relevance

Perhaps the deepest challenge facing diaspora azadari is the 
challenge of relevance. For the tradition to survive and thrive in 
the diaspora, it must be able to demonstrate its continued rel­
evance to the lives of people who inhabit a very different world 
from that of its origins, ^bung Shia professionals in London, 
students in Toronto, and entrepreneurs in Sydney need to feel 
that the story of Karbala speaks to their lives, their challenges, 
and their aspirations, or the tradition risks becoming a relic 
of their parents* culture rather than a living part of their own 

piritual lives.

Meeting this challenge requires a willingness to engage with the 
Karbala narrative in fresh ways, to draw out its implications for 
contemporary ethical questions, and to present it in forms that 
resonate with contemporary sensibilities. Some of the most ef­
fective diaspora speakers have done exactly this, connecting the 
themes of Karbala to contemporary issues such as social justice, 
mental health, environmental responsibility, and the search for 
meaning in a materialistic culture. Their success suggests that 
the Karbala narrative retains enormous relevance for contem­
porary life, provided it is presented in ways that allow its full 

depth and complexity to emerge.
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Theology

Throughout this book, we have traced the historical de­
velopment of azadari from its origins in the aftermath 
of Karbala to its contemporary manifestations across the globe. 

We have examined the political forces that have shaped the tra­
dition, the cultural forms it has produced, the controversies it 
has generated, and the challenges it feces in the modern world. 
In this final chapter, we turn to the question that underpins 
everything else: what does azadari accomplish spiritually? What 
is it, at its deepest level, about?

This is not a question that can be answered from the outside. 
The spiritual reality of azadari is, by its nature, a matter of inner 
experience, accessible fully only to those who participate in the 
tradition with genuine devotion. But it is possible to articulate, 
in terms that are accessible to anyone who takes spiritual life 
seriously; the theological and philosophical ground on which 
azadari stands and the claims it makes about the nature of grief^ 
remembrance, sacrifice, and the human relationship with the 
divine.
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Grief As Worship
The most fundamental theological claim of azadari is that grief 
for Hussain is an act of worship. This is not a metaphor. Within 
Shia theology, the tears shed for Hussain are understood to 
be valued by God, to carry spiritual reward, and to draw the 
mourner closer to the divine. The traditions attributed to the 
Prophet Muhammad and the Imams that support this under­
standing are numerous and explicit, and they fbrm the theolog­
ical bedrock on which the entire tradition rests.

The idea that grief can be a form of worship may seem counter­
intuitive to those accustomed to religious traditions that em­
phasise joy, gratitude, and celebration as the primary modes of 
spiritual expression. But the theology of azadari rests on a difFer- 
•nt understanding of the relationship between human emotion 
.nd divine reality. In this understanding, the human capacity 

for grief is itself a divine gift, a faculty that allows human beings 
to recognise injustice, to feel compassion for the suffering of 
others, and to align themselves emotionally with the values that 

God wishes to see embodied in the world.

When a mourner weeps for Hussain, she is not merely express­
ing a personal emotional response to a sad story. She is par- 
ticipating in a cosmic act of mourning that, according to Shia 
tradition, encompasses the heavens and the earth. The tradi­
tions speak of the sky weeping blood for Hussain, of the angels 
mourning his death, of the earth itself trembling at the injustice 
of Karbala. Human grie£ in this framework, is an echo of a 
cosmic grie£ and by allowing herself to be moved by the tragedy 
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of Karbala, the mourner aligns herself with the moral order of 

the universe.

This understanding of grief as worship has profound implica­
tions for how mourners experience azadari. The majlis gath­
ering is not merely a social event or a cultural performance. It 
is a liturgy, a structured encounter with the divine mediated 
through the retelling of a sacred narrative and the communal 
expression of sorrow. The tears that flow in a mourning assem­
bly are understood to purify the soul, to wash away sins, and to 
create a state of spiritual receptivity that opens the mourner to 
divine grace.

Remembrance As Resistance

A second key theological teaching of azadari is the understand­
ing of remembrance as a form of resistance. The act of re­
membering Hussain's sacrifice is, in itself a refusal to accept 
the triumph of injustice. When the mourner retells the story 
of Karbala, she is insisting that the apparent victory of %zid's 
forces was not the final word, that the truth of Hussain's cause 
outlasts the power of those who killed him.

This understanding connects azadari to a broader tradition of 
what we might call moral memory, the practice of keeping alive 
the memory of injustice as a way of preventing its normalisa­
tion and recurrence. The Jewish practice of remembering the 
Exodus and the Shoah, the Christian commemoration of the 
Passion, the secular traditions of Holocaust remembrance and 
civil rights memorialisation, all share something of this quality, 

149



CHAPTER TEN： AZADARI AS LIVING THEOLOGY

a conviction that certain events are too important to be allowed 
to fade from collective consciousness.

What distinguishes the Shia practice of remembrance is its in­
tensity, its regularity, and its insistence on emotional engage­
ment. Azadari does not merely ask the mourner to acknowledge 
that something terrible happened at Karbala. It asks her to feel 
it, to be moved by it, to be transformed by the encounter with 
it. The tradition insists that intellectual knowledge of Karbala 
is not enough; one must also experience it emotionally, allow­
ing the grief to penetrate the heart and to reshape one's moral 
orientation.

This insistence on emotional engagement is sometimes criti­
cised as excessive or morbid, and the criticism is worth taking 
seriously. There is a legitimate question about whether a tradi- 
on that dwells so intensely on suffering risks cultivating a psy- 
hology of victimhood rather than one of empowerment. The 

best practitioners of azadari are aware of this risk and address it 
by emphasising that the purpose of mourning is not to wallow 
in grief but to be galvanised by it, to be moved from sorrow to 
commitment, from tears to action.

The famous principle, sometimes attributed to Imam Jaffar 
al-Sadiq, that "every day is Ashura, and every land is Karbala" 
captures this orientation perfectly. It insists that the relevance 
of Karbala is not confined to a single historical event or a single 
geographical location. It is a permanent moral reality, a standing 
challenge to every person in every age to choose between the 
path of Hussain and the path of Yazid, between justice and 

150



DR. SAIYED ALIAL-RAZAVI

tyranny, between standing for truth and submitting to false­
hood.

Tears As Intercession

Within the theological framework of azadari, tears are under­
stood to have intercessory power. The belief that weeping for 
Hussain can earn the mourner spiritual merit and divine for­
giveness is deeply rooted in the tradition and is supported by 
numerous hadith (traditions) attributed to the Prophet and the 
Imams.

One of the most frequently cited traditions in this regard is 
the saying attributed to the Prophet Muhammad: "Whoever 
weeps for my son Hussain, or makes others weep, Paradise is 
guaranteed for them." This and similar traditions establish a 
direct connection between the act of mourning and the hope 
of salvation, creating a powerful spiritual incentive for partici­
pation in azadari.

The concept of intercession (sha&'ah) adds another layer to this 
understanding. Within Shia theology, Hussain, as a martyr who 
sacrificed his life for the sake of God and justice, is believed to 
have the power to intercede on behalf of his mourners on the 
Day of Judgement. This belief creates a relationship between 
the mourner and the mourned that transcends the boundaries 
of time and death. The mourner's grief is not directed at an 
absent historical figure but at a living spiritual presence who is 
aware of and responsive to the devotion of his followers.
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This relational quality of azadari is crucial to understanding its 
emotional depth. For the devoted mourner, the majlis is not a 
memorial service for a dead man. It is an encounter with a living 
Imam, a moment of connection with a spiritual reality that is 
experienced as immediate, personal, and profoundly meaning­

ful.

The Ethical Call

Azadari is not only about grieg remembrance, and spiritual 
reward. It also carries a powerflil ethical charge that connects 
the act of mourning to the practice of justice, compassion, and 

service in the everyday world.

The Karbala narrative, as retold in mourning assemblies, is rich 
vith ethical teachings. The courage of Hussain in refusing to 
:ompromise with injustice, the loyalty of his companions who 
chose death over dishonour, the patience of the women who 
endured captivity with dignity, the generosity of Abbas who 
died trying to bring water to thirsty children, each of these 
episodes carries moral lessons that the skilled reciter draws out 
and applies to the contemporary lives of the audience.

This ethical emphasis has been reinforced by many modern 
Shia scholars and community leaders who argue that mourn­
ing without ethical commitment is incomplete. These scholars 
insist that the true mourner of Hussain is not merely one who 
weeps in the majlis but one who embodies the values that Hus­
sain stood for: justice, compassion, truthfulness, generosity, and 

the willingness to sacrifice for what is right.

152



DR. SAIYED ALIAL-RAZAVI

This ethical interpretation of azadari has found expression in a 
wide range of social initiatives organised under the banner of 
Hussain s legacy. Blood donation drives, charitable feeding pro­
grammes, educational scholarships, disaster relief efforts, and 
campaigns against social injustice have all been framed as ex­
pressions of azadari, as ways of translating the grief of Muhar­
ram into concrete action that benefits the wider community.

The principle of "Hussaini service,0 the idea that serving oth­
ers is a form of devotion to Hussain, has become particularly 
prominent in recent years. This principle draws on the model 
of the mawakib (service stations) that line the routes of the 
Arbaeen pilgrimage in Iraq, where volunteers provide free food, 
drink, and shelter to millions ofpilgrims. Communities around 
the world have adopted this model, organising charitable initia­
tives during Muharram and beyond that are explicitly framed as 
acts of service to Hussain.

The Universality Of The Message

One of the most significant developments in contemporary 
azadari is the growing emphasis on the universality of Hussain's 
message. While the mourning tradition has historically been 
primarily a Shia practice, there has been increasing recognition 
that the values Hussain died for, justice, compassion, integrity, 
resistance to tyranny^ resonate far beyond the boundaries of any 
single religious community.

This recognition has led to efforts to share the Karbala narrative 
with broader audiences, not as an exercise in proselytism but 
as an invitation to engage with a story that speaks to universal
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human concerns. The "Who is Hussain?1* campaign, which has 
established a presence in dozens of countries, is perhaps the 
most visible example of this trend. The campaign uses modern 
marketing techniques, social media, and public events to intro­
duce the figure ofHussain to people who may never have heard 
of him, emphasising the universal dimensions of his message 
rather than its specifically sectarian context.

These universalising efforts have not been without criticism. 
Some within the Shia community worry that the desire to ap­
peal to a broad audience risks diluting the specifically religious 
content of the Karbala narrative, reducing Hussain from a spir­
itual leader and Imam to a generic symbol of resistance. Others 
argue that the opposite is true, that the universal appeal of 
Hussain's message is itself a testimony to its spiritual depth and 
hat sharing it with the world is an act of service consistent with

Hussain's own mission.

Azadari And The Inner Life

Beyond its communal and public dimensions, azadari also has 
a deeply personal, interior aspect that is often overlooked in 
accounts that focus on processions, politics, and controversy. 
For many practitioners, the mourning for Hussain is, at its core, 
a spiritual discipline that shapes the inner life and cultivates 

specific qualities of character.

The regular practice of mourning, with its annual return to 
the same narrative, the same emotions, and the same questions, 
creates a rhythm of spiritual reflection that deepens over time. 
A person who has mourned Hussain for fifty years brings a 
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different quality of grief to the majlis than a person who has 
mourned for five. The tradition accumulates layers of meaning 
and resonance over a lifetime, becoming richer and more com­

plex with each passing year.

This deepening of the mourning experience is often described 

in terms borrowed from the Sufi tradition o£ Islamic spiritu­
ality. The grief of azadari is understood as a form of spiritual 
polishing, a process by which the heart is purified and made 
receptive to divine light. The tears of mourning are likened to 
rain that softens the earth of the heart, allowing the seeds of 

faith, compassion, and justice to take root and grow.

The connection between azadari and the Sufi tradition of the 
heart is worth noting. "While Sufi and Shia, traditions are often 

treated as separate streams within Islam, they share a common 
emphasis on the interior life, on the cultivation of love as a 
spiritual force, and on the transformative power of grief and 
longing. The mourning for Hussain, with its intense emotional 
engagement and its emphasis on the heart's relationship with 
the divine, occupies a space where Shia devotion and Sufi spir­

ituality naturally converge.

Looking Ahead
What does the future hold for azadari? Predictions about the 
trajectory of feligious practices are always risky, but certain 

trends seem likely to continue.

The tradition will continue to globalise, spreading to new con­
texts and finding new forms of expression as the Shia diaspora 
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grows and diversifies. The language of azadari will increasingly 
include English and other'Western languages alongside Arabic, 
Persian, and Urdu, and the forms of mourning will continue to 
adapt to the cultural contexts of different societies.

Technology will play an increasingly important role, both as a 
medium for the transmission of mourning content and as a tool

erings, online educational programmes, and social media-based 
campaigns will supplement, though probably not replace, the 
physical gatherings that remain at the heart of the tradition.

The internal debates about the forms and boundaries of azadari 
will continue, driven by the ongoing tension between preserva­
tion and reform. Questions about the authenticity of mourning 
content, the appropriateness of physical practices, the role of 

women in mourning gatherings, and the relationship between 
devotion and entertainment will generate vigorous discussion 

within the community.

Perhaps most importantly, the essential spiritual and ethical 
message of azadari, the insistence that certain values are worth 
dying for, that injustice must be resisted, that grief can be a form 
of worship, and that the memory of sacrifice has the power to 
transform both individuals and societies, will continue to res­
onate with those who encounter it. This message has sustained 
the tradition through thirteen centuries of political upheaval, 
persecution, cultural change, and geographical displacement. 
There is no reason to believe it will lose its power in the centuries 

to come.
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The Psychology Of Mourning
The psychological dimensions of azadari offer another way of 

understanding the tradition's enduring power. Modern psy­
chology has increasingly recognised the therapeutic value of 

communal mourning, of shared grief, and of narrative pro­
cessing of traumatic events. While the practitioners ofazadan 
would not describe their experience to psychological terms, the 
tradition does, in feet, embody many of the principles that con­
temporary therapeutic approaches recognise as beneficial.

The annual return to the Karbala narrative functions, at one 
level, as a form of collective narrative therapy. By retelling the 

story of Hussain's sacrifice each year, the community processes 
not only the historical trauma of Karbala but also the accu­
mulated griefs and injustices of the intervening centuries. The 

mourning assembly provides a safe space for the expression 
of emotions that might otherwise remain suppressed, a space 
where tears are not merely permitted but actively encouraged.

The communal nature of the mourning is particularly signif­
icant from a psychological perspective. Research on grief and 

trauma has consistently shown that shared mourning, the expe­
rience of grieving alongside others who share one's loss, is more 
healing than solitary grief. The mourning assembly, with its col­
lective weeping, its shared physical expressions of grief, and its 
communal meals, creates exactly the kind of shared emotional 

space that promotes healing and resilience.

The structured nature of azadari also contributes to its p〔y- 
chological efficacy. The annual cycle of mourning, with its 
predictable rhythms and rituals, provides a framework with-
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in which grief can be expressed and contained. The mourner 
knows that the intense emotions ofMuharram will be followed 
by a return to normal life, and this knowledge makes it possi­
ble to surrender fully to the grief during the mourning season 
without fear ofbeing overwhelmed by it.

The Aesthetic Of Sorrow

The literary and artistic traditions associated with azadari have 
created what might be called an 'aesthetic of sorrow,11 a cultural 
sensibility that finds beauty in the expression of grief and spir­
itual depth in the contemplation of suffering. This aesthetic is 
not morbid or masochistic. It is, rather, a recognition that grie£ 
when expressed with artistry and authenticity; can be a source 
f beauty that elevates the human spirit.

he marsiya tradition of Urdu literature, discussed in Chap­
ter Five, is perhaps the highest expression of this aesthetic. 
The great marsiya poets did not merely describe suffering; they 
transformed it into art, creating works of such literary power 
that they continue to move audiences more than a century after 
their composition. The beauty of their language, the precision 
of their image以 and the depth of their emotional engagement 
with the Karbala narrative created a form of mourning that was 
simultaneously an act of devotion and an act of artistic creation.

Similar aesthetics of sorrow can be found in other cultural 
expressions of azadari: in the melancholic melodies of Persian 
mourning music, in the haunting rhythms of Arabic latmiyy- 
at, in the visual arts of Muharram, from the calligraphy that 
adorns mourning spaces to the elaborate banners and standards 
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that grace processions. In each of these expressions, grief is not 
merely endured but transformed, elevated into something that 
speaks to the deepest capacities of the human spirit.

This aesthetic of sorrow has contributed to the cultural life of 
the societies in which azadari has been practised in ways that 
extend beyond the mourning tradition itself. The influence of 
marsiya on Urdu poetry more broadly, the influence of taziyeh 
on Iranian theatre, and the influence of mourning music on 
the musical traditions of the Middle East and South Asia are all 
examples of the creative fertility of a tradition that has placed 
the cultivation of grief at its centre.

Azadari And Social Justice

In recent years, there has been a growing emphasis within the 
Shia community on the connection between azadari and social 
justice. Scholars, activists, and community leaders have argued 
that mourning for Hussain, if it is to be authentic, must trans­
late into concrete action against the injustices of the contem­
porary world. This argument draws on the ethical dimension of 
the Karbala narrative, which is fundamentally a story about the 
refusal to accept tyranny and the willingness to sacrifice for the 

sake of justice.

The social justice orientation of contemporary azadari has 
manifested in various ways. Some communities have organised 
charitable initiatives explicitly linked to the values of Karbala, 
including food banks, medical clinics, educational programmes, 
and disaster relief efforts. Others have engaged in advocacy 
work on issues such as human rights, refugee support, and 
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anti-poverty campaigns, framing their activism as a continua­
tion of Hussains mission.

The connection between azadari and social justice has also been 
explored in intellectual and academic settings. Scholars have 
written about the revolutionary implications of the Karbala 
narrative, drawing on the work of thinkers such as Ali Shariati, 
whose influential lectures in pre-revolutionary Iran reinterpret­
ed the story ofHussain through the lens of progressive political 
thought. Shariati's reading of Karbala, which emphasised its 
implications for social change and resistance to oppression, in­
fluenced a generation oflranian and non-Iranian Shia thinkers 
and contributed to the politicisation of azadari that culminated 
in the Iranian Revolution.

Fhe social justice dimension of azadari is not without its ten- 
ions, however. Some within the community worry that the 

emphasis on social action risks overshadowing the devotion­
al and spiritual dimensions of mourning, reducing a complex 
spiritual tradition to a programme of political activism. Others 
argue that the devotional and the political are inseparable, that 
true mourning for Hussain necessarily involves commitment to 
the values for which he died, and that a mourning tradition that 
does not issue in action is spiritually incomplete.

This tension between devotion and action, between the inner 
life of the heart and the outer life of the world, is one that azadari 
has grappled with throughout its history. It is a creative tension, 
one that pushes the tradition to renew itself in each generation, 
and it is likely to remain a central dynamic of azadari for as long 
as the tradition continues to evolve.
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Chapter Eleven： Digital Azadari - 
Mourning in the Age of Screens

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, a quiet 
revolution took place within the world of azadari. It did 
not involve political upheaval or scholarly decree. It involved, 

instead, a smartphone, a Wi-Fi connection, and the realisation 
that the mourning tradition could reach audiences in ways 
that no previous generation had imagined. The digitalisation of 
azadari has been one of the most significant developments in the 
tradition's long history, transforming not only how mourning 
content is consumed but how it is produced, shared, debated, 
and experienced. For a tradition rooted in the physical presence 
ofbodies in a room, weeping together, the migration to screens 
has raised profound questions about what azadari is and what 

it can become.

The First Wave: Websites And Forums

The earliest digital expressions of azadari appeared in the late 
1990s and early 2000s, as Shia communities began to estab­
lish websites and online forums dedicated to Islamic education 
and the dissemination of mourning content. These early sites 
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The early digital period also saw the emergence of audio cassette 
and then CD distribution networks that made the recitations 

prominent speakers and noha reciters available to commu- 
lities far from the traditional centres of mourning. A family in 

a small town in Canada could listen to the same reciter who 
was drawing crowds of thousands in Karachi or Qpm. This 
democratisation of access to mourning content, modest though 
it seems by todays standards, was a significant development that 

laid the groundwork for what was to come.

were modest affairs, often maintained by volunteers, offering 
text-based resources such as the history of Karbala, the biogra­
phies of the Imams, and transcripts of sermons and lectures.

Online forums, particularly those hosted on platforms such as 
ShiaChat, became important spaces for the Shia diaspora to 
discuss religious questions, share mourning poetry, and con­
nect with fellow believers across geographical boundaries. For 
young Shia Muslims growing up in Western countries, where 
their communities were often small and isolated, these forums 
provided a sense ofbelonging to a larger global community that 
was not always available in their local contexts.

Social Media And The Transformation Of
Mourning

The advent of social media platforms, particularly Facebook, 
Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, and later TikTok, transformed 
the world of azadari in ways that are still unfolding. Each plat­
form has created its own distinctive space for mourning con­
tent, and the cumulative effect has been to make azadari more 
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visible, more accessible, and more contested than at any previ­

ous point in its history.

YouTube became, arguably, the single most important plat­
form for the distribution of mourning content. Full-length 
majlis recordings, noha performances, documentary features 
on Muharram processions, and educational lectures about the 
Karbala narrative accumulated in vast quantities, creating an 
archive of mourning content that dwarfed anything that had 
existed in physical form. A young person curious about azadari 
could, within minutes, access hundreds of hours of content 
from speakers representing every school of thought, every re­
gional tradition, and every level of scholarly authority.

The impact of YouTube on the economics of mourning was 
also significant. Reciters and speakers who had previously been 
known only within their local or regional circuits could now 
reach global audiences. A powerful noha performance uploaded 
from a small husayniyyah in London could go viral, accumulat­
ing millions of views and making the performer famous across 
the Shia world overnight. This globalisation of the mourning 
"market" created new opportunities for talented performers but 
also intensified competition and raised questions about the re­
lationship between popularity and scholarly quality.

Instagram and Facebook served different but complementary 
functions. Instagram became a platform for visual expressions 
of azadari, with users sharing images of processions, mourning 
spaces, calligraphy, and devotional art. The visual culture of 
mourning found a natural home on a platform built around 
images, and the result was a flowering of Muharram-related
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visual culture that reached audiences far beyond the Shia com­
munity. The hash tag culture of Instagram also created new ways 
of organising and discovering mourning content, with tags such 
as #Muharram, #ImamHussain, #Azadari, and #WhoIsHussain 
aggregating millions of posts from users around the world.

Facebook, with its group and event features, became an im­
portant tool for community organisation. Local Shia com­
munities used Facebook groups to coordinate mourning pro­
grammes, share schedules, and communicate with members. 
During Muharram, the Facebook feeds of active Shia users be­
came immersive environments of mourning content, with a 
steady stream of posts, videos, and images creating a digital at­
mosphere that mirrored, however imperfectly, the atmosphere 
of the physical mourning season.

witter, now rebranded as X, served as a platform for short- 
,r-fbrm engagement with the Karbala narrative, with users 
sharing quotes, reflections, and links to longer content. The 
platform^ capacity for real-time conversation made it a space 
for debate about the forms and boundaries of azadari, with 
scholars, activists, and ordinary community members engaging 
in discussions that would previously have been confined to the 
majlis or the seminary.

TikTbk, the most recent major platform to be adopted by Shia 
content creators, has introduced its own distinctive dynamics. 
The platform's short-form video format and its algorithm-dri­
ven content discovery have created new possibilities for reaching 
audiences who might never have sought out mourning content 
through traditional channels. Young Shia creators have used 
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Tiklbk to share clips of noha performances, to explain the Kar­
bala narrative in accessible language, and to create devotional 

content that blends traditional themes with contemporary aes­

thetics.

The Livestream Majlis
Perhaps the most significant digital development in the recent 
history ofazadari has been the rise of the livestream majlis. The 
practice of broadcasting mourning gatherings live over the in­
ternet existed before 2020, but it was the COVID-19 pandemic 
that transformed it from a supplementary option into a primary 
mode of mourning for millions of people worldwide.

When lockdowns and social distancing measures forced the 
closure of husayniyyahs and community centres during the 
Muharram season of 2020 and, in some cases, 2021, Shia com­
munities around the world turned to livestreaming as the only 
viable way of maintaining their mourning programmes. Speak­
ers and reciters delivered their performances from empty halls or 
from their own homes, broadcasting to audiences who watched 

from their living rooms, their bedrooms, and, in some cases, 

their hospital beds.

The experience of the pandemic-era livestream majlis was, by 
all accounts, a deeply ambivalent one. On the positive side, it 
demonstrated the adaptability of the mourning tradition and 
its capacity to survive even the most extreme disruptions. Com­
munities that might otherwise have been unable to hold any 

mourning programmes at all were able to maintain a connec­
tion with the tradition through the screen. The accessibility of
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livestreamed content also meant that people who were house­
bound, elderly, or living in areas without local Shia commu­
nities could participate in mourning programmes that would 
otherwise have been unavailable to them.

On the negative side, the livestream majlis revealed, by its very 
limitations, what was most valuable about the physical gather­
ing. Mourners who watched from home reported feeling iso­
lated, disconnected, and unable to achieve the emotional depth 
that came from being in a room with other mourners. The 
communal dimension of azadari, the shared weeping, the col­
lective matam, the warmth of bodies pressed together in grief; 
could not be replicated through a screen. Many participants 
described the experience as better than nothing but fundamen­
tally different from, and lesser than, the real thing.

he pandemic experience has left a lasting legacy on the prac- 
.ice of azadari. Many communities have continued to offer 
livestreaming alongside in-person gatherings, recognising that 
there will always be members who cannot attend in person. 
The technology infrastructure developed during the pandem­
ic, including dedicated streaming setups in husayniyyahs, has 
become a permanent feature of many communities1 mourning 
programmes. And the questions raised by the pandemic about 
the nature of communal mourning, about what is gained and 
lost when grief moves from the physical to the virtual, continue 
to be debated within the community.

The Digital Noha And The Global Soundscape
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The digital revolution has had a particularly dramatic impact 
on the noha tradition. Nohas, the rhythmic mourning chants 
that accompany matam, have always been a participatory art 
form, designed to be chanted collectively rather than passively 
consumed. The migration of nohas to digital platforms has 
transformed their production, distribution, and reception in 
significant ways.

The production values of nohas have risen dramatically in the 
digital era. Where nohas were once recorded in basic studio 
conditions or captured live during mourning gatherings, many 
contemporary noha productions feature professional-quality 
recording, mixing, and mastering, along with accompanying 
music videos that use sophisticated visual techniques to en­
hance the emotional impact of the performance. Some of these 
productions have achieved viewing numbers in the tens of mil­
lions, making their performers global figures within the Shia 

community.

The globalisation of the noha tradition through digital plat­
forms has also created a cross-pollination of styles and traditions 
that would have been impossible in earlier eras. A noha reciter 
in Iraq can be influenced by the vocal techniques of a Pakistani 
performer, who in turn has absorbed elements of the Iranian 
tradition through YouTube. The result is a gradual convergence 
of regional styles, as performers and listeners are exposed to a 
wider range of mourning traditions than any previous genera­

tion.

This convergence has its critics. Some scholars and traditional­
ists worry that the homogenisation of noha styles through dig­
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Misinformation And The Quality Question

ital platforms is eroding the distinctive regional traditions that 
gave azadari its rich cultural diversity. The Lucknowi marsiya 
tradition, the Persian rawda-khwani style, the Arab latmiyyah, 
each of these regional forms has its own aesthetic and spiritual 
value, and the concern is that the pressure to produce content 
that appeals to a global audience may lead to a flattening of these 

distinctive voices.

The democratisation of mourning content through digital 
platforms has brought with it a significant challenge: the prob­
lem of quality and accuracy. In the pre-digital era, the content 
of mourning gatherings was, to a significant extent, curated by 
xholars and community leaders who exercised a degree of con- 
rol over who could speak from the pulpit and what could be 

.ecited. This curation was imperfect, and historically inaccurate 
material circulated even in traditional settings, but the institu­
tional structures of the community provided at least some check 

on the quality of mourning content.

Digital platforms have removed these institutional checks. Any­
one can upload a video, write a post, or share a claim about the 
Karbala narrative, and there is no mechanism for ensuring that 
the content is historically accurate, theologically sound, or con­
sistent with the authentic sources of the tradition. The result 
has been a proliferation of mourning content that ranges from 
the scholarly and authentic to the fabricated and sensational.

This problem is particularly acute in the case of maqtal narra­
tives, the detailed accounts of the events of Karbala that form 
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the backbone of the majlis tradition. The maqtal literature has 
always con tained a mixture of authenticated historical material 

and later additions, some of which are of dubious provenance. 
In the digital environment, these later additions can circulate 
widely without any indication of their status, leading audiences 
to accept as historical fact material that may be entirely leg- 

endary.

Shia scholars and institutions have responded to this challenge 
in various ways. Some have established online platforms dedi­

cated to the dissemination of authenticated mourning content, 
providing a curated alternative to the unregulated marketplace 
of social media. Others have used their own social media pres­
ence to correct misinformation and to promote a more histof- 
ically grounded approach to the Karbala narrative. The Grand 
Ayatollahs' offices have established official websites and socia 
media accounts that provide authorimive guidance on matters 

of religious practice, including mourning.

Despite these efforts, the challenge of maintaining quality in 
a digital environment remains significant. The sheer volume 
of content being produced, the speed at which it circuses, 
and the difficulty of distinguishing authoritative sources from 

unreliable ones all make it challenging for ordinary community 
members to find reliable mourning content with confidence.

The Attention Economy And Devotion
The intersection ofazadari with the attention economy of socia： 

media raises deeper philosophical questions about the nature 七 
devotion in a digital age. Social media platforms are designed
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to capture and hold attention, using algorithms that reward 
content that provokes strong emotional reactions. Mourning 
content, with its inherent emotional intensity; is well-suited to 
these platforms, and the most emotionally powerful clips tend 
to be the most widely shared.

This creates a dynamic in which the emotional intensity of 
mourning content becomes a competitive advantage in the at­
tention economy. Reciters and speakers who can produce the 
most emotionally powerful moments, the most dramatic paus- 
es,【he most heart-wrenching descriptions, are rewarded with 
views, likes, and shares, which in turn enhance their reputation 
and their market value. The question is whether this dynamic 

encourages genuine spiritual depth or whether it incentivises 
1 of performative emotionalism that prioritises spectacle
ver substance.

>ome observers within the community have expressed concern 
that the social media economy of mourning is producing a 
generation of reciters who are skilled at generating emotion- 
al reactions but who lack the scholarly depth and theologi- 
cal training that the tradition has historically demanded of its 
speakers. Others argue that the democratisation of the platform 
is ultimately beneficial, allowing new voices to be heard and 

creating a marketplace of ideas in which quality will eventually 
prevail.

These debates are not likely to be resolved any time soon. The 
digital revolution has plainly created both extraordinary oppor­

tunities and significant challenges for the practice of azadari,
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and the traditions capacity to meet these challenges will be one 
of the defining questions of its twenty-first-century evolution.

The Digital Divide Within The Community

The digital revolution in azadari has not been experienced 
equally across the Shia world. Communities with reliable in­
ternet access, technological literacy, and the resources to invest 
in digital infrastructure have benefited enormously from the 
new possibilities that technology offers. Communities without 
these resources have been left behind, creating a digital divide 
within the global Shia community that mirrors the broader 
digital divides of the contemporary world.

In many parts of South Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, in­
ternet access remains limited, unreliable, or prohibitively ex­
pensive. For Shia communities in these contexts, the digital 
revolution in azadari may be largely irrelevant, as the mourning 
tradition continues to be practised in its traditional forms, un­
affected by the technological changes that are transforming the 
experience of their co-religionists in wealthier countries.

This divide has implications for the future development of 
azadari. If the digital transformation continues to be concen­
trated in the diaspora and in the more affluent parts of the 
Shia world, it may create diverging traditions of mourning, one 
that is increasingly shaped by digital culture and another that 
remains rooted in pre-digital forms. Managing this divergence, 
ensuring that the global Shia community remains united in its 
essential mourning practices even as the forms of those practices 
diverge, will be one of the challenges of the coming decades.
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Archiving And Preservation

One positive consequence of the digital revolution has been 
the creation of new possibilities for the archiving and preser­
vation of mourning content. The recordings of great reciters 
and scholars, which might previously have been lost when the 
physical media on which they were recorded deteriorated, can 
now be digitised and stored indefinitely. The sermons, lectures, 
and performances of past masters of the mourning tradition 
can be preserved for future generations in a way that was never 
before possible.

Several initiatives have been launched to take advantage of these 
possibilities. Organisations within the Shia community have 
begun systematic efforts to digitise and catalogue the recordings 

prominent speakers and reciters, creating digital archives that 
Irill serve as resources for scholars, students, and practitioners 

rbr generations to come. These archives represent a new form or 
the tradition's long-standing commitment to the preservation 
of memory, extending the practice of remembrance into the 

digital realm.

The archiving of mourning content also raises questions about 
intellectual property, consent, and the ethics of digital preserva­
tion. Who owns a recording of a majlis? Can a reciters perfor­
mance be uploaded and shared without his permission? What 
happens when a speakers views evolve but his earlier, now-out- 
dated statements continue to circulate online? These questions, 
familiar from the broader conversation about digital ethics, take 
on specific dimensions in the context of a tradition that treats 
its content as sacred.
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Towards A Digital Theology Of Mourning

The challenges and opportunities of the digital age have begun 
to generate a new body of theological reflection within the Shia 
scholarly community. Scholars are grappling with questions 
that their predecessors never had to face. Can a virtual majlis 
fulfil the spiritual obligations of Muharram mourning? Does 
watching a livestream of a mourning gathering carry the same 
spiritual reward as attending in person? What are the ethical 
obligations of those who produce and distribute digital mourn­

ing content?

These questions do not yet have definitive answers, and the 
scholarly conversation around them is still in its early stages. But 
the fact that they are being asked is itself significant, represent­
ing anew chapter in the ongoing dialogue between the mourn­
ing tradition and the changing circumstances of the world in 
which it is practised. The history of azadari has shown that 
the tradition is capable of absorbing and responding to radical 
changes in its external environment, from the shift from un­
derground to public mourning under the Buyids, to the trans­
formation of mourning into state culture under the Safavids,to 
the survival ofmourning under Ba athist repression in Iraq. The 
digital revolution is the latest in this long series of transforma­
tions, and the traditions response to it will shape the experience 

ofmourning for generations to come.

What seems certain is that the digital side of azadari will contin­
ue to grow in importance. The generation now coming of age 
has never known a world without smartphones and social me­
dia, and their experience of mourning will inevitably be shaped
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by the digital tools and platforms that are integral to their dai­
ly lives. The challenge for the tradition is to ensure that the 
digital expansion of azadari enhances rather than diminishes its 
spiritual depth, that the convenience and accessibility of digital 
mourning do not come at the cost of the communal intensity 
and emotional authenticity that have always been at the heart 

of the tradition.
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Chapter Twelve: New Voices, New 
Horizons

Every living tradition must renew itself or risk becoming 
a monument to its own past. The history traced in this 
book has shown, again and again, that azadari is a tradition 

with a remarkable capacity for renewal, finding new forms, new 
languages, and new meanings in every context it enters. The 
contemporary period is no exception. Across the Shia world, 
new voices are emerging that are expanding the boundaries of 
the mourning tradition, bringing perspectives and questions 
that previous generations did not, or could not, articulate. This 
chapter examines four of the most significant of these emerging 
currents: the rise of women scholars, the formation of youth 
identity through mourning, the experience of converts to Shia 
Islam, and the growing academic study of azadari as a field of 

scholarship.

The Rise Of Women Scholars And Speakers

For most of its history, the public face of azadari has been 
overwhelmingly male. The reciters on the pulpit, the organisers 
of processions, the scholars who set the theological parameters 
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of mourning, and the noha performers whose voices filled the 
mourning halls were, with rare exceptions, men. Women par­
ticipated in azadari, of course, and their participation was often 
intense and deeply fek, but it took place largely in segregated 
spaces, invisible to the broader community and unrecorded in 
the public history of the tradition.

This is beginning to change. In recent decades, and with partic­
ular momentum in the last ten to fifteen years, women scholars 
and speakers have emerged as significant figures in the world of 
azadari, challenging the assumption that the public articulation 
of the mourning tradition is an exclusively male domain.

The trajectory of this change has varied across contexts. In Iran, 
the tradition of female preachers, known as ''muballighat/* has 
i longer history than is sometimes recognised. Women have 

elivered sermons and recitations in women-only gatherings 
')r generations, and some have achieved considerable renown 
within the female scholarly community. What is newer is the 
visibility of these women beyond the confines of segregated 
spaces, as social media and digital platforms have brought their 
work to wider audiences.

In the diaspora, the emergence of women speakers has been 
driven partly by the practical realities of smaller communities, 
where the pool of available male speakers may be limited, and 
partly by the influence of the gender norms ofWestern societies, 
which have encouraged women to seek public roles that might 
not have been available to them in their countries of origin.

Several women scholars and speakers have achieved significant 
followings in the English-speaking Shia world. Their lectures, 
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delivered at community centres, conferences, and online plat­
forms, engage with the Karbala narrative and its theological im­
plications with a depth and sophistication that has earned them 
respect across gender lines. Some focus specifically on the female 
figures of the Karbala story, drawing out the lessons of Zainab's 
leadership, Sakinas patience, and Rubabs grief in ways that 
speak directly to the experiences and concerns of contemporary 

women.

The reception of women speakers has not been uniformly pos­
itive. In more conservative communities, the idea of a woman 
addressing a mixed-gender audience on matters of religious sig­
nificance remains controversial. Some scholars have argued that 
the tradition's gender norms reflect divine wisdom that should 
not be overturned in response to contemporary social pres­
sures. Others have pointed out that Zainab herself delivered her 
sermons to mixed audiences of men and women, including in 
hostile courts, and that the tradition of female public witness is 
therefore rooted in the very events that azadari commemorates.

This debate is far from resolved, and it is likely to remain a 
source of creative tension within the community for years to 
come. But women scholars are already bringing perspectives 
to the mourning tradition that enrich its content and expand 
its reach. Their readings of the Karbala narrative, informed by 
their own experiences as women facing the complexities of con­
temporary life, offer insights that complement and deepen the 

readings offered by their male counterparts.

The impact of women scholars extends beyond the majlis. Fe­
male academics, writers, and public intellectuals are contribut-
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ing to the broader discourse about azadari through books, arti­
cles, podcasts, and social media. Their work is helping to shape 
the way the tradition is understood both within and beyond 
the Shia community, and their visibility serves as a model for 
younger women who may be considering their own roles within 
the tradition.

Youth Identity And The Muharram Generation

For young Shia Muslims growing up in diaspora contexts, the 
mourning season occupies a peculiar and powerful place in the 
formation of identity. Muharram is, for many young people, 
the most intensely communal experience of their year, a period 
when the rhythms of daily life are disrupted by the demands 

■)f mourning and when the bonds of community are felt most 
:rongly.

The experience of growing up with azadari shapes young peo­
ple's sense of who they are in ways that are both conscious 
and unconscious. The stories of Karbala, heard annually from 
childhood, become part of the imaginative furniture of the 
mind, providing a moral vocabulary and a set of reference points 
that influence how young people understand concepts such as 
justice, sacrifice, loyalty, and courage. The figure ofHussain be­
comes, for many; a personal hero, not in the distant and abstract 
way that historical figures are often admired, but in an intimate 
and emotionally charged way that reflects the tradition's insis­
tence on personal connection with the events of Karbala.

The social life of Muharram is equally important for youth 
identity. The mourning season creates a concentrated period
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of social interaction in which young people encounter the full 
range of their community, from grandparents to toddlers, from 
scholars to labourers, from the devout to the questioning. These 
interactions, taking place in the emotionally heightened atmos­
phere of the mourning gathering, create bonds that often prove 
more durable than those formed in more casual social settings.

For young people navigating the complexities of dual identity, 
living as both Western citizens and members of a minority reli­
gious community, azadari can serve as an anchor, a practice that 
connects them to a tradition larger and older than themselves 
and that provides a source of meaning and purpose that the 
surrounding culture may not always offer. The intensity of the 
mourning experience, with its demands for emotional vulnera­
bility and communal solidarity, can be particularly valuable for 
young men, who may find few other contexts in Western soci­
eties that encourage the open expression of grief and tenderness.

At the same time, the mourning season can also be a source 
of tension for young people. The expectation of attendance 
at multiple gatherings, the pressure to demonstrate appro­
priate levels of grief, and the sometimes judgmental atmos­
phere of communities that police the boundaries of accept­
able behaviour can create feelings of resentment and alienation. 
Some young people report feeling that the tradition is im­
posed on them rather than chosen by them, and the transition 
from childhood participation, driven by family expectation, to 
adult participation, driven by personal conviction, is not always 

smooth.
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The most successful communities are those that recognise this 
tension and create space for young people to engage with 
the tradition on their own terms. Youth-led mourning pro­
grammes, in which young people take responsibility for organ­
ising and delivering content, have proven effective in fostering a 
sense of ownership and investment. Discussion circles, in which 
young people can ask questions, voice doubts, and explore the 
Karbala narrative in an intellectually honest environment, pro­
vide an alternative to the one-way communication of the tradi­

tional majlis.

The emergence of young Shia content creators on social media 
platforms has also created new avenues for youth engagement 
with the mourning tradition. Ybung people who might feel 
alienated from the formal structures of the husayniyyah may 
find community and meaning through online networks of fel- 

young Shia, sharing mourning content, discussing theolog- 
cal questions, and supporting one another in the practice of 
their faith. These digital communities, while no substitute for 
physical gatherings, serve an important supplementary func­
tion in sustaining the connection between young people and the 
mourning tradition.

Converts And The Encounter With Azadari

One of the more interesting phenomena in contemporary Shia 
life is the growing number of converts to Shia Islam, many of 
whom come to the tradition with no prior exposure to azadari. 
For these individuals, the encounter with the mourning tra­
dition can be one of the most powerful and transformative 
experiences of their religious journey.
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Converts to Shia Islam come from diverse backgrounds. Some 
are Muslims from Sunni backgrounds who have been drawn to 
Shia theology through study and reflection. Others are converts 
to Islam from non-Muslim backgrounds, typically Christianity, 
agnosticism, or secular humanism, who have been attracted 
to the Shia tradition specifically. In both cases, the encounter 
with azadari often represents a decisive moment in the convert s 

spiritual development.

The experience of attending a mourning gathering for the first 
time is frequently described by converts as overwhelming. The 
emotional intensity of the majlis, the communal weeping, the 
physical expressions of griefs and the palpable sense of connec­
tion between the mourners and the events being recounted can 
be disorienting for someone who has no prior experience of 
this kind of devotional practice. Some converts describe feeling 
initially uncomfortable or confused, uncertain about the pro­
tocols and expectations of the gathering and unsure of how to 

participate.

For many, however, this initial discomfort gives way to a pro­
found sense of connection and meaning. The Karbala nar­
rative, encountered for the first time without the familiarity 
that can sometimes dull its impact for those who have heard it 
since childhood, can hit with extraordinary force. Converts fre­
quently describe being moved to tears by the story, even when 
they had not expected or intended to cry. The experience of 

being swept up in the communal grief of the mourning assem­
bly, of weeping alongside strangers who welcome them without 
question, can create a sense ofbelonging that is deeply affirming 
for people who may have felt spiritually adrift.
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The testimonies of converts offer valuable insights into the 
power of azadari, precisely because they come from people who 
encounter the tradidon without the accumulated layers of cul­
tural familiarity that lifelong practitioners bring to it. When a 
convert is moved by the story of Karbala, it is evidence that the 
narrative's power is not dependent on cultural conditioning but 
speaks to something more fundamental in the human experi­
ence.

Some converts have become significant figures within the Shia 
community, contributing to the mourning tradition as speak­
ers, writers, and organisers. Their outsider-turned-insider per­
spective can be valuable, offering fresh readings of the Karbala 
narrative that highlight aspects that lifelong practitioners may 
take for granted. At the same time, converts sometimes face 
challenges of acceptance within communities that, despite their 
theological commitment to the universality of Islam, can be 
culturally insular and resistant to newcomers who do not share 
the community's ethnic or cultural background.

The growing number of converts also raises practical questions 
for community organisation. How should communities wel­
come and integrate new members who may be unfamiliar with 
the cultural norms, the languages, and the unwritten rules that 
govern life in a Shia community? How should the mourning 
tradition be presented to people who have no prior knowledge 
of the Karbala narrative? These questions are being addressed 
with varying degrees of success across the Shia world, but the 
fact that they are being asked at all is itself a sign of the traditions 
continued capacity to attract new adherents.
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Azadari In The Academy

The academic study of azadari has grown significantly in recent 
decades, reflecting a broader trend within the humanities and 
social sciences towards the serious engagement with non-West- 
ern and non-Christian religious practices. Scholars from a range 
of disciplines, including history, anthropology, religious stud­
ies, political science, and cultural studies, have turned their at­
tention to the mourning tradition, producing a body of schol­
arship that has enriched our understanding of azadari while also 
raising important methodological and ethical questions.

The earliest academic studies of azadari tended to be oriental­
ist in character, treating the mourning tradition as an exotic 
curiosity to be described and classified by Western observers. 
Nineteenth-century European travellers and colonial adminis­
trators produced accounts ofMuharram processions that, while 
often vivid and detailed, were marred by a lack of sympathy 
for the religious convictions that animated the practices they 
described. These accounts frequently reduced azadari to a spec­
tacle ofirrationality and fanaticism, reinforcing Western stereo­
types about Islam and the Muslim world.

The twentieth century saw a gradual improvement in the qual­
ity of academic engagement with azadari, as scholars began to 
approach the tradition with greater sophistication and sensitiv­
ity. The work of historians such as Heinz Halm, whose studies 
of Shia Islam provided a detailed account of the development 
of mourning practices, and anthropologists such as David Pin­
ault, whose fieldwork in South Asia documented the social and

183



CHAPTER TWELVE： NEW VOICES, NEW HORIZONS

cultural dimensions of Muharram observances, represented a 
significant advance over earlier orientalist approaches.

More recently, a new generation of scholars, many of them 
from within the Shia community itself, has brought insider 
knowledge and personal engagement to the academic study of 
azadari. These scholars are producing work that combines the 
rigour of academic methodology with a deep understanding 
of the tradition's spiritual and emotional dimensions. Their 
contributions have been particularly valuable in areas such as 
the literary analysis of mourning poetry, the ethnography of 
mourning communities, and the political history of Muharram 

observances.

New theoretical frameworks have also enriched the field, partic- 
ilarly for understanding ritual, emotion, and communal prac- 
ce. Theories of collective effervescence, drawn from the work 

jf Emile Durkheim and his successors, have been applied to 
the analysis of mourning gatherings, illuminating the social dy­
namics that produce the intense communal experiences char­
acteristic of azadari. Performance studies approaches have been 
used to analyse the ta'ziyeh tradition, revealing the sophisticated 
dramaturgical techniques that underpin this unique art form. 
And affect theory has provided new tools for understanding the 
role of emotion in religious practice, offering insights into the 
transformative power of the mourning experience.

The relationship between academic scholarship and the lived 
practice of azadari is not always comfortable. Some practitioners 
view academic study with suspicion, seeing it as an attempt to 
reduce a sacred tradition to a set of sociological categories or to
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subject it to the judgment of secular values. Others welcome 
the attention of scholars, seeing academic study as a form of

that can contribute to its preservation and understanding.

The ethical questions raised by the academic study of azadari are 
not trivial. How should scholars balance the demands of critical 
analysis with respect for the beliefs and practices of the peo­
ple they study? How should they handle the tension between 
the insiders understanding of mourning as a spiritual practice 
and the outsiders analysis of it as a social phenomenon? How 
should they navigate the politics of representation, ensuring 
that their accounts do justice to the complexity and diversity of 
the tradition without either romanticising or pathologising it?

These questions are being actively debated within the field, 
and the answers that emerge will shape the future of academic 
engagement with azadari. The tradition is now recognised as 
a subject of serious scholarly importance, one that illuminates 
not only the history and theology of Shia Islam but also broader 
questions about the role of ritual, emotion, and collective mem­

ory in human life.

The Convergence Of Voices

The new voices examined in this chapter, women scholars,
young people, converts, and academics, represent different but 
complementary currents in azadari's contemporary evolution.
Each brings a distinctive perspective that challenges existing as­
sumptions, opens new lines of inquiry, and pushes the tradition 

to articulate its meaning in fresh ways.
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What unites these diverse voices is a shared conviction that 
azadari matters, that the tradition of mourning for Hussain 
carries a message of sufficient depth and power to justify the 
attention of scholars, the devotion of converts, the creativity of 
young people, and the intellectual engagement of women who 
have too long been excluded from the tradition's public life. 
This conviction, held by people of vastly different backgrounds 
and perspectives, is itself a powerful testimony to the enduring 
vitality of azadari.

The tradition that began with Zainab's voice in the court of 
Mid has always been enriched by the addition of new voices. 
Each century has brought new poets, new scholars, new reciters, 
and new forms of expression that have deepened and expanded 
the mourning tradition without altering its essential character, 
rhe voices that are emerging today are the latest in this long line, 
ind their contributions will shape the azadari of the future in 
ways that we can only begin to imagine.

The Question Of Authority

The emergence of new voices within the azadari tradition in­
evitably raises questions about authority. Who has the right to 
speak about Karbala? Who is qualified to stand on the pulpit 
and recount the events of Ashura? Who determines the bound­
aries of acceptable mourning practice? These questions have 
always been present within the tradition, but they have been 
sharpened by the developments described in this chapter.

The traditional answer to these questions was relatively clear: 
authority in matters of mourning, as in other matters of re­
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ligious practice, rested with the ulama, the trained scholars 
who had spent years studying the Quran, the hadith, and the 
jurisprudential tradition under the supervision of established 
teachers. The marja system, in which senior scholars serve 
as "sources of emulation" for the laity, provided a hierarchi­
cal framework within which questions about the forms and 
boundaries of azadari could be adjudicated.

This framework remains in place, and the pronouncements of 
the Grand Ayatollahs continue to carry enormous weight with­
in the Shia community. But the practical reality of authority has 
become more complex. The rise of women speakers, the emer­
gence of young content creators, the testimonies of converts, 
and the analyses of academics all represent forms of authority 
that do not fit neatly within the traditional scholarly hierarchy. 
A young woman with a large social media following may, in 
practice, have more influence on how young people experience 
azadari than a senior scholar whose pronouncements circulate 
primarily within the seminary.

This diffusion of authority is not unique to the Shia commu­
nity. It is a feature of religious life more broadly in the digital 
age, as traditional gatekeepers lose their monopoly on the pro­
duction and distribution of religious knowledge. But it takes on 
particular significance in the context of azadari because of the 
tradition's deep roots in scholarly authority and its sensitivity 
to questions of authenticity and accuracy.

The challenge for the community is to find ways of accom­
modating new voices without abandoning the commitment to 
scholarly rigour and theological depth that has been one of the
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traditions greatest strengths. This may require new models of 
training and mentorship that are accessible to women, young 
people, and converts, as well as new institutional structures that 
can bridge the gap between the traditional seminary and the 
digital public square.

Azadari As Bridge

One of the most promising aspects of the contemporary evo­
lution of azadari is its potential to serve as a bridge, between 
generations, between cultures, between the Muslim world and 
the West, and between the academy and the community of be­
lievers. The Karbala narrative, with its universal themes of jus­
tice, sacrifice, and moral courage, provides a common ground 
)n which people of very different backgrounds can meet and 
ingage in meaningful conversation.

The interfaith dimension of contemporary azadari, discussed 
in earlier chapters, is one expression of this bridging potential. 
The growing visibility of the Arba'een pilgrimage, the outreach 
efforts of campaigns such as "Who is Hussain?'1, and the in­
creasing number of non-Muslim scholars who have engaged 
seriously with the mourning tradition all suggest that azadari 
has the capacity to speak beyond its traditional boundaries in 
ways that enrich both the tradition and the wider world.

Within the Shia community itself azadari has the potential to 
bridge the generational and cultural divides that threaten the 
cohesion of diaspora communities. The mourning gathering, 
at its best, is a space where grandparents and grandchildren, 
immigrants and native-born citizens, scholars and laypeople can 
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come together in a shared experience of grief and devotion that 
transcends their differences. The challenge is to ensure that the 
tradition's forms are sufficiently flexible to accommodate the 
diverse needs and perspectives of a community that is more 

varied than it has ever been.

Scholarship also serves a bridging function, creating a space 
jfor dialogue between the world of scholarship and the world 
of practice. When scholars engage seriously and respectfully 
with the mourning tradition, they contribute not only to the 
advancement of knowledge but also to the broader project of 
cross-cultural understanding. Their work can help non-Shia 
audiences to appreciate the depth and significance of a tradition 
that has been too often dismissed or misunderstood, and it 
can help practitioners to see their own tradition in new and 

illuminating ways.

The new voices described in this chapter, women, young peo­
ple, converts, and scholars, are all, in their different ways, 
builders of bridges. They stand at the intersections of differ­
ent worlds, different traditions, and different ways ofknowing, 
and their contributions to the mourning tradition reflect the 
richness and complexity of these intersections. Their presence 
within the tradition is not a sign of its dilution but ofits vitality, 
evidence that azadari continues to attract and transform people 
from diverse backgrounds and that it remains capable of speak­
ing to the deepest needs and aspirations of the human spirit.
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Epilogue： Every Land Is Karbala, 
Every Day Is Ashura

On a winter evening in South London, a fernily gathers 
in their living room. The television is off. The children, 
still in their school uniforms, sit cross-legged on the carpet. The 

mother, dressed in black, opens a well-worn book. The father 
dims the lights. And then, in a voice that trembles with an 
emotion inherited from generations past, the mother begins to 
tell the story of a man who died thirteen centuries ago in a desert 
thousands of miles away, a man whose name is Hussain.

The children have heard this story before. They will hear it again 
next year, and the year after that, and every year for the rest 
of their lives. And yet, each time the story is told, it will be 
new. Each year, they will understand something they did not 
understand before. Each year, the grief will deepen, the lessons 
will sharpen, and the connection to Hussain will grow stronger. 
This is how azadari works. This is how it has always worked. 
Not through compulsion or spectacle, but through the patient, 
annual return to a narrative that reveals new truths with every 

telling.
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This scene, or variations of it, is taking place tonight in Najaf 
and Nairobi, in Tehran and Toronto, in Karachi and Kuala 
Lumpur, in Beirut and Birmingham. It is taking place in grand 
husayniyyahs that hold thousands of mourners and in modest 
living rooms where a single family gathers to remember. It is 
taking place in the ancient Arabic of the Quran, in the refined 
Persian of Kashifi, in the soaring Urdu of Anis, and in the 
English of a new generation that is finding its own voice within 
the tradition. Wherever it takes place, and in whatever language 
it is expressed, the essential act is the same: the retelling of a scory, 
the shedding of tears, and the recommitment to a set of values 
that the mourners believe are worth more than life itself

A Tradition Of Paradoxes

Azadari is a tradition built on paradoxes. It mourns a defeat that 
was, in truth, a victory. It commemorates death as a source of 
life. It finds in grief a kind of joy, in tears a kind of cleansing, in 
the contemplation of suffering a path to spiritual illumination. 
These paradoxes are not contradictions to be resolved but ten­
sions to be inhabited, creative forces that give the tradition its 
depth and its power.

The paradox of defeat and victory is perhaps the most fun­
damental. By every worldly measure, Hussain lost at Karbala. 
He was outnumbered, outmanoeuvred, and ultimately killed, 
along with nearly all of his family and companions. His body 
was trampled, his head was mounted on a spear, and his surviv­
ing family was paraded in chains through the streets ofKufa and 
Damascus. And yet, thirteen centuries later, it is Hussain who 
is remembered with love and devotion by hundreds of millions 
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of people, while 'Yazid is remembered, when he is remembered 
at all, only as a tyrant and a villain. The apparent victory of 
brute force has been overturned by the enduring power of moral 

witness.

This paradox carries a message that is not confined to any partic­
ular religious tradition. It speaks to a universal human intuition 
that there is something in the nature of reality that favours truth 
over falsehood, justice over tyranny, and sacrifice over self-in­
terest. The story of Karbala gives this intuition narrative fbrm, 
embodying it in the figure of a man who chose death with 

dignity over life with dishonour.

What Azadari Teaches

Over the course of this book, we have examined azadari from 
many angles： historical, political, cultural, theological, and so­
ciological. But what, in the end, does the tradition teach? What 
do its practitioners learn from the annual return to the story of 

Karbala?

They learn, first, that moral courage is possible. The story of 
Hussain demonstrates that it is possible to stand for truth even 
when the odds are impossible, to refuse to compromise with 
injustice even when compromise would save one s life- This is 
not a lesson that needs to be stated abstractly; it is embodied in 
the narrative itself^ in the figure of a man who was given every 
opportunity to save himself and who refused each one because 
to do so would have meant betraying his principles.
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They learn, second, that suffering has meaning. In a world that 
often treats suffering as a random affliction to be avoided at all 
costs, the Karbala narrative insists that suffering borne for a just 
cause has spiritual value, that it purifies, that it testifies, and that 
it resonates across the centuries in ways that comfort and mere 
safety do not. This is not a glorification of suffering for its own 
sake; it is a recognition that the willingness to suffer for what is 
right is among the highest expressions of the human spirit.

They learn, third, that community matters. Azadari is, above 
all, a communal practice. It is not a private meditation but a 
shared experience, a collective encounter with a narrative that 
binds mourners together across all the divisions of class, eth­
nicity, language, and geography. The tears shed in a mourning 
assembly are not private tears； they are shared tears, and the 
•haring deepens both the grief and the consolation.

They learn, fourth, that memory is a moral obligation. The in­
sistence of azadari on the annual retelling of the Karbala story is 
an insistence that certain events must not be forgotten, that the 
passage of time does not diminish the significance of injustice, 
and that each generation has a responsibility to receive, enrich, 
and transmit the memory of those who sacrificed for the truth.

And they learn, finally, that love is the deepest form of knowl­
edge. The grief of azadari is, at its root, an expression of love, 
love for Hussain, for his family, for the values they embodied, 
and for the God they served. This love is not a sentimental 
attachment; it is a fierce, transformative force that shapes the 
mourners character, orients their moral compass, and connects
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them to a spiritual reality that transcends the boundaries of this 

world.

The Unfinished Story

The history of azadari is not finished. It is being written every 
day, in every mourning gathering, in every tear shed for Hussain, 
in every act of justice and compassion performed in his name. 
The tradition that began with Zainab's voice in the courts of 
tyrants continues in the voices of millions of mourners around 
the world, each of whom is adding their own chapter to a story 
that has been unfolding for more than thirteen hundred years.

The challenges that azadari faces in the contemporary world are 
real and significant. The tensions between tradition and moder­
nity, between preservation and reform, between the spiritual 
and the political, between the local and the global, all of these 
tensions will continue to shape the tradition in the years to 
come. But the tradition has faced challenges before, challenges 
far more severe than those it faces today, and it has not only 

survived but thrived.

The secret of its survival is, perhaps, not so mysterious after 
all. It lies in the power of the story itself, a story so morally 
compelling, so emotionally resonant, and so spiritually pro­

found that it has the capacity to speak to every generation in 
every context. As long as there are people who value justice over 
expediency, truth over comfort, and sacrifice over self-interest, 
the story of Hussain will continue to be told. And as long as the 

story is told, the tears will continue to flow.
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Every land is Karbala. Every day is Ashura. And the mourning 
continues.

A Personal Reflection

Writing this book has been a journey of discovery, not only of 
historical facts and theological arguments but of the human 
capacity for devotion, resilience, and love. The history ofazadari 
is, in many ways, the history of a love story, the love of a com­
munity for a man who gave everything for what he believed in, 
and the ways in which that love has been expressed, preserved, 
and transmitted across the centuries.

What has struck me most deeply in the course of this research 
is the consistency of the emotional core of the tradition across 
ill its vast diversity of form. Whether one is observing a majlis 
n a grand husayniyyah in Karbala or a small gathering in a 

converted community hall in a Western suburb, the essential 
emotional reality is the same： grief; love, admiration, and the 
determination to remember. The languages differ, the cultural 
contexts differ, the artistic forms differ, but the tears are the 
same tears, and the story that produces them is the same story.

This consistency across such enormous diversity of time, place, 
and culture is, I believe, the strongest evidence for the endur­
ing power of the Karbala narrative. Stories that resonate only 
within a single culture or a single historical period are stories 
of limited significance. Stories that speak across cultures and 
centuries, that move people to tears in seventh-century Kufa 
and twenty-first-century London alike, are stories that touch 
something universal in the human experience.
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The Conversation Continues

Azadari is not a museum piece. It is a living, evolving tradition 
that continues to change and adapt in response to new cir­
cumstances, new challenges, and new insights. The debates that 
animate the tradition today, about the forms of mourning, the 
accuracy of historical accounts, the role of women, the balance 
between devotion and politics, the challenge of transmitting the 
tradition to new generations, are not signs of decline but signs 
of vitality. A tradition that stops debating has stopped growing, 
and azadari shows no signs of stopping.

The conversation between past and present that azadari opens 
is one of its most remarkable features. Each year, when the 
mourning season comes around, practitioners are invited to 
bring their contemporary experiences and concerns into dia­
logue with a narrative that is more than thirteen centuries old. 
The questions they ask of the narrative change with each gener­
ation, but the narrative continues to yield answers, finding new 
relevance in new contexts in ways that seem to confirm its claim 

to timelessness.

What will azadari look like in fifty years, or a hundred, or five 
hundred? No one can say with certainty. But if the history 
traced in this book offers any guide, it will look both familiar and 
surprising. Familiar, because the essential elements, the retelling 
ofthe story, the shedding of tears, the commitment to the values 
ofHussain, will remain. Surprising, because the forms in which 
those elements are expressed will continue to evolve in ways that 

no one can fully predict.
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The Call Of Hussain

At the heart of azadari is a call, a summons that comes across 
the centuries from a man on a parched plain, surrounded by his 
enemies, holding the body of his slain infant son, and looking 
up at the sky. What does he ask? The tradition tells us that he 
asks: "Is there anyone to help us?*'

This call, "Hal min nasirin yansuruna?H (Is there anyone to 
help us?), is repeated in mourning assemblies around the world, 
and it is understood not merely as a historical cry for military 
assistance but as a timeless appeal that addresses itself to every 
human being in every age. It asks: Will you stand with truth or 
with falsehood? Will you support justice or remain silent in the 
face ofinjustice? Will you live with purpose or drift through life 
in comfortable indifference?

The mourners who hear this call in their gatherings and proces­
sions understand it as directed at them, personally and imme­
diately. Their tears, their chest-beating, their charitable giving, 
their commitment to justice, all of these are forms of response 
to Hussain s call. They are saying, in their various ways: We are 
here. We have not forgotten. We stand with you.

This response, renewed each year by hundreds of millions of 
people across the globe, is what gives azadari its extraordinary 
power. It is not a passive act of remembrance but an active dec­
laration of solidarity, a commitment renewed with each telling 
of the story and each shedding of tears. And it is this active 
quality, this sense that mourning for Hussain is not merely 
looking backward but reaching forward, not merely commem-
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orating a past event but shaping present action, that ensures the

tradition's continued vitality.

The tears will continue to flow. The stories will continue to 
be told. The chests will continue to be beaten in grief and in 
devotion. And in community centres and husayniyyahs around 
the world, families will continue to gather, to weep together, 
and to teach their children the story of a man who chose death 
over dishonour, and whose memory refuses to die.

Every land is Karbala. Every day is Ashura. And the mourning 

continues.

What The World Can Learn

In a world fractured by polarisation, weakened by cynicism, and 
haunted by the feeling that nothing is worth sacrificing for, the 
tradition of azadari offers something rare and valuable. It offers 
a narrative of absolute moral commitment, of a man who was 
willing to give up everything, his comfort, his safety, his family, 
his life, rather than lend his name to a system he believed to be 
unjust. And it offers a community of people who have kept that 
narrative alive for more than thirteen hundred years, not as a 
dead text in a dusty library but as a living, breathing, weeping 
reality that shapes their lives and gives them purpose.

The non-Muslim world has, for the most part, been unaware 
of this tradition. Western media coverage of Muharram tends 
to focus on the most dramatic physical practices, presenting 
images of blood and self-flagellation that, stripped of their con­
text, can seem alien and incomprehensible. This book has been, 
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among other things, an attempt to provide that missing context, 
to explain not only what happens during Muharram but why it 
happens, what it means to those who participate, and what it 
tells us about the human capacity for devotion, resilience, and 

love.

The figure of Hussain himself deserves to be more widely 
known outside the Muslim world. His stand at Karbala is one 
ofthe great moral dramas ofhuman history, a story that belongs 
not only to the Shia or to Muslims but to all of humanity. 
The choice he faced, between compromising with injustice and 
dying fbrhis principles, is a choice that every human being faces 
in some form, and his response to that choice offers an example 
of moral courage that is relevant to every culture and every age.

Mahatma Gandhi is widely reported to have said that he learned 
from Hussain how to achieve victory even in defeat. Whether 
the precise wording is authenticated matters less than the sen­
timent, which reflects a truth that many non-Muslim thinkers 
have recognised: the story of Karbala transcends its specific re­
ligious context and speaks to the universal human longing for 
justice and dignity. Others, from Christian scholars who have 
recognised parallels between the Passion of Christ and the mar­
tyrdom of Hussain to secular humanists who have been moved 
by the ethical power of the Karbala narrative, have similarly 
found in the tradition of azadari resources for their own moral 

and spiritual lives.

The Tears That Bind
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There is something deeply human about the act of weeping 
together. In a world that increasingly atomises individuals, that 
encourages us to consume our sorrows privately and to present 
a cheerful fece to the world, the tradition of communal mourn­
ing that azadari represents is a powerful counter-statement. It 
says that grief is not a weakness but a strength, that tears are 
not a sign of feilure but a mark of moral sensitivity, and that 
the willingness to be moved by the suffering of another, even 
a suffering that occurred thirteen centuries ago, is one of the 

noblest capacities of the human heart.

The tears that flow in a mourning assembly are not merely indi­
vidual expressions of personal emotion. They are acts of com­
munion, bonds that connect the mourners to one another, to 
the object of their mourning, and to the countless generations 
who have shed the same tears before them. In those tears, the 
boundaries between past and present dissolve, and the mourner 
finds herself standing, in some mysterious and profound sense, 
on the plains of Karbala alongside Hussain and his companions.

This experience of temporal dissolution, ofbeing present at an 
event that occurred more than a thousand years ago, is one of 

the most distinctive and powerful features of azadari. It is not 
a delusion or a fantasy. It is a form of spiritual participation 
that draws on the same human capacities that allow us to be 
moved by great literature, to be transported by music, and to 
feel genuine compassion for people we have never met. It is the 
capacity for empathy, extended across the centuries and sancti­

fied by faith.
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And it is this capacity, this willingness to be moved, to feel, 
to weep, and to be transformed by the encounter with a story 
of sacrifice and justice, that is the beating heart of azadari. As 
long as human beings possess this capacity, the mourning will 
continue. As long as the story of Hussain is told, there will be 
those who hear it and weep. And as long as there are tears, there 
will be hope.

For in the end, the tears of the ummah are not tears of despair. 
They are tears of love. And love, as the tradition teaches, is the 
one thing that death cannot defeat.
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A
hl al-Bayt： Literally "People of the House." Refers to the 
household of the Prophet Muhammad, understood in 
the Shia tradition to include the Prophet, his daughter Fatimah, 
his son-in-law Ali, and their descendants through the line of the 

Imams. Devotion to the Ahl al-Bayt is central to Shia identity.

Alam: A battle standard or banner, typically made of met­
al, representing Hussain and his companions. Alams are car­
ried in Muharram processions and housed in imambargahs and 

ashurkhanas. They are objects of deep reverence.

Arba'een： The fortieth day after the anniversary of Hussain's 
martyrdom on Ashura, falling on the twentieth of Safar in the 
Islamic calendar. Arba'een is marked by a massive annual pil­
grimage to Karbala, now considered one of the largest peaceful 

gatherings in the world.

Ashura： The tenth day of the Islamic month of Muharram, the 
date on which Imam Hussain was killed at the Battle of Karbala 
in 680 CE. Ashura is the most solemn day in the Shia calendar 

and the focal point of the mourning tradition.
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Ashurkhana： A building, found primarily in the Indian sub­
continent, that houses alams, taziyas, and other devotional ob­
jects associated with Muharram. Ashurkhanas serve as centres 
of mourning throughout the year.

Ayatollah: Literally "Sign of God." A high-ranking Shia cleric 
who has achieved a senior level of religious scholarship. Grand 
Ayatollahs (Ayatollah al-Uzma) are the most senior scholars and 
may serve as marjas (sources of emulation) for the laity.

Azadari： From the Persian "azaH (mourning) and "dari" (to hold 
or maintain). The Shia tradition of mourning the martyrdom 
oflmam Hussain and his companions at Karbala. Encompasses 
a wide range of practices including mourning assemblies, pro­
cessions, poetry, and physical expressions of grieE

Bayrah： An oath of allegiance to a ruler or leader. Hussains 
efusal to give bay'ah to ^izid ibn Muawiyah was the immediate 

cause of the confrontation that led to Karbala.

Bid'ah： Innovation in religious matters. In Islamic jurispru­
dence, bid'ah refers to practices that have no basis in the Quran, 
the Sunnah (practice of the Prophet), or the teachings of the 
Imams. Critics of certain mourning practices have sometimes 
characterised them as bid'ah.

Caliph: From the Arabic Mkhalifah," meaning successor or 
deputy. The title given to the political and, in Sunni under­
standing, religious leader of the Muslim community after the 
Prophet Muhammad.
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Dhul Hijjah: The twelfth and final month of the Islamic lunar 
calendar. The eighteenth of Dhul Hijjah is the anniversary of 
Ghadir Khumm, when the Prophet Muhammad is believed by 
Shia Muslims to have designated Ali as his successor.

Fatwa: A formal ruling or opinion on a point oflslamic law, is­
sued by a qualified scholar. Fatwas from senior Shia scholars on 
matters related to mourning practices carry significant weight 
within the community.

Hadith： A report of the sayings, actions, or approvals of the 
Prophet Muhammad. In the Shia tradition, hadiths from the 
twelve Imams are also considered authoritative. Hadith litera­
ture provides much of the theological justification for azadari.

Hijra: The migration of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca 
to Medina in 622 CE, which marks the starting point of the 
Islamic calendar. Years in the Islamic calendar are designated 
”AH” (After Hijra).

Husayniyyah： A congregation hall dedicated to the mourning 
oflmam Hussain and the commemoration of Karbala. Known 
by various names in different regions, including imambargah 
(South Asia), tekiyeh (Iran), and matam (Bahrain).

Imam: In the Shia tradition, the divinely appointed leader 
of the Muslim community after the Prophet Muhammad. 
Twelver Shia Muslims recognise twelve Imams, beginning with 
Ali ibn Abi Talib and ending with Muhammad al-Mahdi, who 
is believed to be in occultation. The term is also used more 

broadly to refer to a prayer leader.
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Imambargah： The South Asian term for a Shia mourning 
hall, equivalent to the husayniyyah. Literally "enclosure of the 
Imam." Large imambargahs, such as the Bada Imambara of 
Lucknow, are significant architectural and cultural landmarks.

Ja'iz： Permissible. In Islamic jurisprudence, an action that is 
neither obligatory nor prohibited. Some scholars have ruled tat- 
birto be ja'iz, meaning mourners are permitted but not required 
to practise it.

Jamaat: A community or congregation. In the Shia diaspora, 
iamaat organisations provide institutional structures for reli­
gious, social, and charitable activities, including the coordina­
tion of mourning programmes.

Juloos： An Urdu term for a public mourning procession 
held during Muharram. Juloos typically feature alams, taziyas, 
chest-beating, and the chanting of nohas.

Khidma： Service. In the context of azadari, khidma refers to 
voluntary service provided to mourners and pilgrims, particu­
larly at the mawakib (service stations) that line the routes of the 
Arbaeen pilgrimage.

Latmiyyah: A rhythmic mourning chant, particularly associ­
ated with the Arab Shia tradition. Latmiyyat (plural) are typi­
cally performed collective】方 with mourners chanting in unison 
while beating their chests.

Majlis： Literally HgatheringM or Massembly/* In the context of 
azadari, a majlis is a mourning assembly in which the events of 
Karbala are recounted by a speaker, their moral and theological 
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significance is explored, and the audience is moved to grieE The 
majlis is the most common and widespread form of azadari.

Maqtal: A narrative account of the martyrdom of Imam Hus­
sain and his companions at Karbala. The maqtal genre provides 
the raw material for the recitations delivered in mourning as­
semblies. The most influential early maqtal is attributed to Abu 
Mikhnaf.

Marja: Short for "marja al-taqlid/' meaning 'source of emu­
lation/* A senior Shia scholar whose rulings on religious law 
are followed by a significant body of believers. The pronounce­
ments of marjas on matters related to mourning carry consid­
erable authority.

Marsiya: An elegy composed in honour of the martyrs of 
Karbala. The marsiya tradition reached its literary peak in nine­
teenth-century Lucknow through the work of Mir Anis and 
Mirza Dabeer, whose compositions in the musaddas (six-line 
stanza) form are considered masterpieces of Urdu poetry.

Matam: Literally "mourning1 in Arabic. The term has come 
to refer specifically to physical expressions of grief for Hussain, 
particularly chest-beating (sine-zani), but encompasses a range 
of practices from mild to intense.

Mawakib： Service stations setup along the pilgrimage routes to 
Karbala, particularly during the Arbaeen pilgrimage. Mawakib 
provide free food, water, medical care, and accommodation to 
pilgrims and are staffed by volunteers as an act of devotion.
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Mawla: A term with multiple meanings in Arabic, includ­
ing master, leader, patron, and friend. At the event of Ghadir 
Khumm, the Prophet Muhammad declared Ali as the "mawla” 
of all believers, a declaration that Shia Muslims understand as 

designating Ali as his successor.

Muballighat: Female preachers or religious educators in the 
Shia tradition. The term comes from Mtabligh,u meaning prop­
agation or communication of religious knowledge.

Muharram： The first month of the Islamic lunar calendar. 
The first ten days of Muharram, culminating in Ashura on the 
tenth, form the most important period of mourning in the Shia 

calendar.

Musaddas： A six-line stanza form used in Urdu poetry, partic­
ularly associated with the marsiya tradition. Each stanza follows 

an AABBCC rhyme scheme.

Mustahabb： Recommended or encouraged. In Islamic ju­
risprudence, an action that is meritorious and earns spiritual 
reward but is not obligatory. A small number of scholars have 

classified tatbir as mustahabb.

Nazri: Food prepared and distributed free of charge as an act 
of devotion, particularly during Muharram. The preparation 
and distribution of nazri is a widespread practice in Iranian and 

South Asian Shia communities.

Niyaz: An offering or votive gift, often in the form of food, 

distributed in the name of the Ahl al-Bayt. Similar to nazri, niyaz 
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food is shared with mourners and the wider community during 

Muharram.

Noha： A short rhythmic mourning poem or chant, typically 
performed collectively during matam. Nohas are participatory, 
with the audience joining in the chanting and chest-beating. 
The tradition has been transformed by digital distribution, with 
professionally produced nohas now reaching global audiences.

Qama-zani: See Tatbir.

Qizilbash: Literally "Red Heads.*' The Turkmen tribal war­
riors who formed the military backbone of the early Safavid 
state, named for the distinctive red headgear they wore. The 
Qizilbash played a crucial role in establishing Twelver Shiism as 

the state religion of Iran.

Rawda-khwani: The practice of reading aloud from mourn­
ing texts, particularly the Rawdat al-Shuhada (The Garden of 
the Martyrs) by Husayn Wiz Kashifi, in mourning assemblies. 
The rawda-khwan (reciter) is a professional figure central to the 

Iranian mourning tradition.

Rawdat al-Shuhada: "The Garden of the Martyrs." A Persian 
prose work by Husayn Wk'iz Kashifi (composed c. 1502) that 
compiled and dramatised the narrative of Karbala for public 
recitation. It became the foundational text of the rawda-khwani 

tradition.

Ritha: An Arabic term for an elegy or poem of lamentation, 
particularly for the dead. Ritha compositions mourning Hus­
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sain and the martyrs of Karbala are among the earliest literary 
expressions of azadari.

Sahifa al-Sajjadiyyah: MThe Scripture of Sajjad." A collection 
of supplications attributed to the fourth Imam, Ali ibn Hus­
sain Zayn al-Abidin (also known as al-Sajjad), who survived the 
massacre at Karbala. Sometimes called the "Psalms of Islam.',

Sha&'ah： Intercession. The belief that certain holy figures, 
including the Imams and the martyrs of Karbala, have the pow­
er to intercede with God on behalf of believers. This belief 
provides a theological motivation for mourning, as those who 
grieve for Hussain are understood to benefit from his interces­

sion.

Shia: From "Shi'at Ali," meaningMpartisans of Ali." The branch 
of Islam that holds that Ali ibn Abi Talib was the rightful suc­
cessor to the Prophet Muhammad and that leadership of the 
Muslim community belongs to the Imams from the Prophefs 
household. Shia Muslims constitute approximately 10-15% of 
the global Muslim population.

Sine-zani: Chest-beating. The most common physical expres­
sion of mourning in azadari, in which mourners rhythmically 
strike their chests with open palms, usually in time with noha 
chanting. Practised widely across the Shia world.

Soz： Literally "burning" or "passion" in Persian and Urdu. A 
melo(dic form of mourning lamentation, sung rather than re­
cited, associated particularly with the subcontinental tradition 
and often performed by female vocalists.
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Sulh-i kull： ^Universal peace.M The policy of religious plu­
ralism pursued by the Mughal Emperor Akbar, under which 
diverse religious practices, including Muharram observances, 
were permitted and sometimes officially recognised.

Sunni： The largest branch of Islam, whose followers hold that 
the Prophet Muhammad did not designate a specific succes­
sor and that the early caliphs were legitimately chosen by the 
community. Sunni Muslims constitute approximately 85-90% 
of the global Muslim population.

Taliya： In the subcontinental tradition, a replica oFHussain's 
tomb, typically constructed from bamboo, paper, tinsel, and 
other materials. TTa ziyas are carried in Muharram processions 
and may range from modest household constructions to elab­
orate community projects.

lafziyeh： A Shia passion play that dramatises episodes from the 
Karbala narrative, with actors performing the roles of Hussain, 
his family, his companions, and his enemies. The taziyeh tradi­
tion is particularly associated with Persian culture and reached 
its most elaborate development during the Qajar period in Iran. 
The word literally means "consolation" or "mourning/'

labarruk： Blessed food or items distributed during religious 
gatherings, believed to carry the blessings of the Ahl al-Bayt. 
Similar to niyaz and nazri.

Tatbir： The practice of making cuts to the scalp with a sword, 
knife, or razor as an expression of mourning for Hussain. Also 
known as qama-zani. Tatbir is the most controversial physical 
practice associated with azadari and has been prohibited by 
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several senior Shia scholars, including Ayatollah Khamenei and 
Ayatollah Sistani.

Tawwabun： "The Penitents.'* A group of Kufan Shia, led 
by Sulayman ibn Surad al-Khuzai, who rose up against the 
Umayyad forces in 684 CE as an act of atonement for their 
failure to support Hussain at Karbala. Their gathering at Hus­
sain's grave before their campaign is the first recorded instance 
of communal mourning at the site.

Tekiyeh： The Iranian term for a building used for the per­
formance of taziyeh and other mourning activities. The most 
famous was the Tekiyeh Dowlat in Tehran, built under Nasir 

al-Din Shah Qajar.

Thawab： Spiritual reward. Traditions attributed to the 
Prophet and the Imams promise thawab for those who mourn 
Hussain, establishing mourning as a meritorious religious act.

Ulama: The body ofMuslim scholars trained in Islamic theol­
ogy, law, and related disciplines. In the Shia tradition, the ulama 
play a central role in guiding religious practice, including the 
forms and boundaries of azadari. Singular: alim.

Ummah: The global Muslim community, encompassing all 
believers regardless of nationality, ethnicity, or sectarian affili­

ation.

Zakirat: Female reciters or speakers who deliver sermons and 
mourning narratives in women s gatherings. The zakirat tradi­
tion has along history in subcontinental azadari.
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Zanjir-zani: A form of mourning in which mourners strike 
their backs with chains, sometimes fitted with small blades. 
Practised primarily in South Asian Shia communities. More 
controversial than simple chest-beating and subject to scholarly 
debate.

Zarih： A lattice cage or grille placed over a shrine or tomb, 
or a replica of such a structure. Zarih replicas of the shrine of 
Hussain in Karbala are housed in imambargahs and are objects 
of devotion.

Ziyarat: Visitation. The practice of visiting the shrines of the 
Imams and other holy figures, or of reciting prayers of visitation 
from afar. The Ziyarat Ashura, attributed to Imam Muham­
mad al-Baqir, is among the most widely recited devotional texts 
in the Shia tradition.
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