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For all who weep for Hussain,
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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
clements 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, 2 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 abour 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 Prophet's
houschold) 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 notaccidental. Itis
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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 2
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 nota monolithic tradition. Its forms vary enormously
across different cultures, regions, and historical periods. The
majlis (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 grief, 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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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 ta'ziych performances and the recitation
of Kashifi's prose. The subcontinental tradition treasures the
marsiya, the elaborate Urdu clegy that reached its peak in the
hands of Mir Anis and Mirza Dabeer. The Arab tradition
favours the latmiyyah, a rhythmic mourning chant thac is at
once simple in form and devastating in emotional impact. The
East African tradition, shaped by the Khoja communities of the
Indian Ocecan 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 griefis the same grief, 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 AZADARI?

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 scems 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 of his 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 heart 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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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 ta'ziyeh passion play. Chap-
ter Five turns to the Indian subcontinent, where the mourning
tradition developed its own distinctive forms, including the
magnificent marsiya tradition of Urdu 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 cenrturies. Chapter Eight exam-
ines two transformative events of the late twentieth and early
‘wenty-first centuries: the Iranian Revolution and the resur-
sence of mourning in post-Saddam Iraq, including the extra-
ordinary phenomenon of the Arba'een 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 secking 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 gricf, 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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CHAPTER ONE: THE EVENT THAT STARTED EVERY...

The Shia understanding of this succession is that the Prophet
had explicitly designated his cousin and son-in-law, Ali ibn Abi
Talib, 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 Prophet’s 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 Prophet's passing. Ali's
caliphate was marked by internal conflict, including the Battle
of the Camel and the Batele of Siffin, before he was assassinated
in 661 CE while praying in the mosque of Kufa.

After Ali'sdeath, 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
Muawiyah's instigation, though this is debated by historians.
His death meant that, under the treaty’s terms, the caliphate
should have passed to Hussain upon Muawiyah's death.

The Rise Of Yazid
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When Muawiyah died in 680 CE, he did nothonour the treaty's
provisions. Instead, he had already secured pledges of allegiance
for his son, Yazid, 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.

Yazid 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 Yazid lacked the moral
authority and political legitimacy tha his father had painstak-
ingly accumulated.

Upon assuming power, Yazid 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, "Hussain
is from me, and [ 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, “Somcone 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. To remain silentin the face of Yazid's tyranny would be to
participate in the corruption of the Prophet’s legacy.

Faced wich the demand for allegiance and the implicit threat

that refusal would carry, Hussain left Medina and travelled to

Mecca. There, he received hundreds of letters 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 supportand pledging to fight alongside him against Yazid's
orces.

The Journey To Kufa

Hussain sent his cousin, Muslim ibn Agqeel, to Kufa as an ad-
vance envoy to assess the situation. Muslim initially reccived
an enthusiastic reception, with thousands pledging allegiance
to Hussain. However, Yazid 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 of his death
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did not reach Hussain before he set out from Mecca with his
family 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 intercepred by a detach-
ment of Yazid's forces led by Hurr ibn Yazid 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 infants.
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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 cpisode 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 thirst, 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 father's 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 Ornament 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 Hussain's 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 Yazid himself, Zainab delivered another
searing sermon. She condemned Yazid's actions, invoked the
memory of the Propher, and prophesied that the blood of Kar-
bala would prove to be Yazid'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 of Karbala are recounted,
their moral significance is explored, and the audience is moved
to tears.

The Women Of Karbala

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 houschold. 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 cven 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 decply 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 women's 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 of Hussain's
direct line, Zayn al-Abidin became the fourth Imam and the
living link between the sacrifice of Karbala 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
'roundcd the mourning tradition in historical reality. Com-
nncd 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 mag-
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 of Karbala was not merely a matter of historical interest but
a sacred trust, a narrative that had to be kepr 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 Tht;, 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 bur 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 comfortand safety. His refusal to do so was a declaration that
some principles are worth dying for, that the integrity of the
Prophet's 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 Hussain's 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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This collective guilt gave birth to 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 Kufan 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
significantin 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 ncar 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 Hussain's 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
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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.

Mukhtar's 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 Mukhtar's actions. Nonctheless, the fact that the killers
of Hussain were brought to justice during Mukhtar's bricf pe-
riod of power became an important elemenc in the collecrive
memory of the Shia community.

Mukhtar was 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
66110750 CE, was generally hostile to Shia mourning practices.
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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 gricf into
devotion, producing a remarkable collection of supplications
known as the Sahifa al-Sajjadiyyah, which is sometimes called
the "Psalms of Islam.” 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 the 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 Hussain's suffering
would become a hallmark of Shia devotional culture.

The subsequent Imams, from Muhammad al-Bagir (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, "Every day is Ashura, and every land is Karbala," a
statement that universalises the significance of Hussain's sacri-

33




CHAPTERTWO: MOURNINGINTHEEARLY CENTURIES...

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

[he 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 of Karbala and the suffering of
the Prophet’s family 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 of Aliand 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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which laments the suffering of the Ahl al-Bayr, is said to have
been recited before Imam Al al-Rida, the eighth Imam, who
wept upon hearing it. This anecdote illustrates the close rela-
tionship between pocetry, mourning, and the Imams’ own emo-
tional engagement with the memory of Karbala.

The clegiac 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
griefin 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
seyond 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 of holding 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 "thawab,” or spiritual reward. Traditions actrib-
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 of Hussain's
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 belicf 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 secking spiritual benefit and divine favour.

These theological developments were not without controversy.
Some Muslim scholars, particularly those outside the Shia tra-
lition, questioned whether elaborate mourning practices were

consistent with Islamic teachings on patience and acceptance
of God's 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 of Karbala occurred, laid the groundwork
for a strong defence of mourning that has been refined and
elaborated over the centuries.

The Pilgrimage Tradition

The development of pilgrimage to Hussain's 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 carliest 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-Bagir,
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 of Muharram 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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Kufa's 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 duial identity made Kufa
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 off, 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 battleficld. 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,
wut its origins lie in these early centuries, when it was first es-
ablished as a day for visiting the grave of Hussain 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 that the memory of Karbala
and the broader experience of the Ahl al-Bayt's 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 chaprer, 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 grief. 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-
nitics 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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Baghdad and took control of the Abbasid capital, inaugurating
a period of Buyid 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 chosc 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 of Bagh-
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 Ashurain 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 of Muharram observances in many cultures. The sounds
of lamentation filled the city, 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-Dawla'’s
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-

i 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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While the Buyids were establishing public azadari in Baghdad
and Iraq, a parallel development was taking place in Egypt un-
der the Fatimid 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.

“he coexistence of these two models of public Shia commem-

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 magqtal genre, which had its roots in the earliest historical
accounts of Karbala, became more elaborate and standardised
during this period. The most influential early maqeal is that
of Abu Mikhnaf Lut ibn Yahya, 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 magqgal 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 of Mihyar 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. Mihyar's elegies for Hussain are characterised by
a raw emotional power that reflects the convert'’s 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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of the Scljuk 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 obscrvance 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 2 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, directly orindirectly, to the tradition
of mourning for Hussain.
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The great centres of Shia learning that developed during this
period, in Najaf, in Qom, 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” of Shia hadith and jurisprudence, were
all active during or immediately after the Buyid period. Their
work provided the intellectual framework within which azadari
would be understood and practised for the next millennium.

The compilation of major Shia hadith collections during this
period was particularly important for azadari. Works such as
al-Saduq’s "Man La Yahduruhu al-Fagih” and al-Tusi's "Tahd-
hib al-Ahkam” preserved the traditions of the Imams that en-

suraged 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 calligraphy and decorative arts of the Buyid period also
contributed to the visual culture of azadari. Inscriptions on
the shrines at Karbala and Najaf, 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.

Architectural Patronage And The Shrines
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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 Najaf, 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 Najaf, in particular, benefited from
Buyid patronage. The city of Najaf had grown around the
tomb of the first Imam, and urider the Buyids, it became an
increasingly important centre of Shia lcarning 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 carlier 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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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 claborateness 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 Wa'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 “rawda-khwani” (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

59









CHAPTER FOUR: THE SAFAVID REVOLUTION...

The origins of ta'ziych are debated, but most scholars trace its
development to the Safavid 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 clements became more
formalised, developing into full-length theatrical performances
with scripts, costumes, staging, and musical accompaniment.

Ta'ziyeh is 2 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.

The actors who portrayed the villains of the Karbala story often
wore red to signify cheir evil nature, while those who played
the heroes wore green or white. The performances were held
in open spaces, in courtyards, and cventually in specially con-
structed theatres called tekiyehs. The Safavid 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 of holding
thousands of spectators.

Ta'ziych 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-
ing with the Karbala narrative. The visual and dramatic impact
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of secing 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 ra'ziyech performances, the state sponsorship of
mourning, all of these continued after the fall of the dynasty
and remain recognisable features of Iranian 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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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
notalways 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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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 court’s 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 a2 new medium for the
transmission of the Karbala narrative.

The connection between the Safavid, Qajar, 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 ta'ziyeh
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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 state 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 of Iran 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 grief, longing,
and spiritual yearning, became part of the emotional palette
of Persian musical culture, contributing to the reputation of
Persian music for melancholy beaury 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 familics and communities taking pride in the quality and
gencrosity 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 2 means of religious
education and emotional engagement has parallels in the Chris-
tian tradition, most notably in the Passion plays of medieval and
carly modern Europe, which dramatised the suffering and death
of Christ in ways that bear striking resemblances to the ta'ziych
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.

Whar 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 Safavid state placed the cultivation of
grief at the centre of its religious programme. This choice re-
fected the unique character of Shia theology, with its emphasis

n suffering, sacrifice, and the redemptive power of tears, but it
lso 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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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 2 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 another's 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 gencrations 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 ta'ziya replicas, often made of bamboo, paper, tinsel,
and mica, could be remarkably intricate and beautiful, ranging
from modest houschold constructions to towering structures
that required dozens of bearers to carry.
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The partition of British India in 1947 had profound conse-
quences for subcontinental azadari. The creation of Pakistan
as 2 Muslim-majority state brought the Shia community into
anew 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, fuclled 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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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 the
tradition was absorbed as a fundamental part of childhood ex-
perience, creating an emotional bond with the Karbala narrative
that would deepen throughout the individual's 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. Ata 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 contribured significantly to the tradition's
positive reputation among non-Shia observers.

T'he 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 claborate affairs
involving thousands of participants and incorporating a wide
range of devotional and artistic elements.

The centrepiece of many subcontinental processions is the
ta'ziya, a replica of Hussain's tomb that is carried or mounted
ona floatand paraded through thestreets. 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, secking
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 ageographical
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 of subcontinental 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. The 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
ophistication.

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.

Throughoutall 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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rewards. These scholars tend to empbhasise 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 climinated 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 scason.

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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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, arc 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 poctry, 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 2
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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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 Qajar 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
ta’ziyeh, building the enormous Tekiyeh Dowlat in Tehran asa
venue for performances. The Qajar court's support for ta'ziyeh
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 of Hussain's stand against
tyranny to justify their positions, and the mourning scason 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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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 cffectively 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 Bagqir al-Sadr, who was executed
along with hissister 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
clegies, 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 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 idcology.

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, Iragi Shia mourning practices erupted back
into public life with an intensity that astonished observers.

Within days of the regime's collapse, millions of Iragis con-
verged on Karbala for the first open Arba'cen 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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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 country, 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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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 clegies, 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 fecling 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
portionsin 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

135






DR.SAIYED ALI AL-RAZAVI

Atthe 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. Watching 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, ora 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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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 of azadari
would not describe their experience in psychological terms, the
wradition does, in fact, 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 supprcssed, 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. Rescarch on grief and
trauma has consistently shown that shared mourning, the expe-
rience of grieving alongside others who share onc'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 psy-
chological efficacy. The annual cycle of mourning, with its
predictable rhythms and rituals, provides a framework with-
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: DIGITAL AZADARI- MOURNING IN...

visual culture that reached audiences far beyond the Shia com-
munity. The hashtag culture of Instagram also created new ways
of organising and discovering mourning content, with tags such
as #Muharram, #ImamHussain, # Azadari, and # WholsHussain
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 scason.

‘witter, now rebranded as X, served as a platform for short-
r-form engagement with the Karbala narrative, with users
sharing quotes, reflections, and links to longer content. The
platform’s 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.

TikTok, 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
audicnces who might never have sought out mourning content
through traditional channels. Young Shia creators have used
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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 resultis agradual 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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the backbone of the majlis tradition. The magqpal literature has
always contained 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 2 more histor-
ically grounded approach to the Karbala narrative. The Grand
Ayarollahs' offices have established official websites and social
media accounts that provide authoritative 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 circulates,
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 of azadari with the attention economy of social
media raises deeper philosophical questions about the nature of
devotion in a digiral age. Social media platforms are designed
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and the tradition’s 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 digiral 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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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 a new 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 of mourning under Ba'athist repression in Iraq. The
digital revolution is the latest in this long series of transforma-
tions, and the tradition’s response to it will shape the experience
of mourning 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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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 carned them
respectacross gender lines. Some focus specifically on the female
figures of the Karbala story, drawing out the lessons of Zainab's
leadership, Sakina's patience, and Rubab's 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 communitics, 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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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 gricfand 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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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 grief, 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 fecling
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 familiaricy
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 of belonging thatis 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, preciscly because they come from people who
encounter the tradition without the accumulared 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 tradition's
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 2 body of schol-
arship that has enriched our understanding of azadari while also
raising important methodological and ethical questions.

The carliest 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 obscrvers.
Nineteenth-century European travellers and colonial adminis-
trators produced accounts of Muharram 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 of irrationality and fanaticism, reinforcing Western stereo-
types about Islam and the Muslim world.

The twentieth century saw a gradual improvementin 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 derailed account of the development
of mourning practices, and anthropologists such as David Pin-
ault, whose fieldwork in South Asia documented the social and
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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. Butit 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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