


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































316 JACQUES WAARDENBURG

1. Popular and Official Islam

The definition of popular Islam

Our primary interest is the way in which different groups and per-
sons describe and “define” their Islam, what they themselves consider to
be “Islamic” and in which situations they express themselves on the sub-
ject. In other words, our leading question is what it means when par-
ticular Muslims in particular situations appeal to Islam, express their
loyalty to Islam, defend Islam or take Islam as a self-evident truth on
which life and society should be based.

This is a basically descriptive approach to culture, religion and so-
cial reality as a whole, with all kinds of variations according to particu-
lar ethnic groups and classes, ways of life and political regimes, with
their prevailing traditions from the past, both in the men’s and the
women’s world. The ‘ulama’, of course, have one particular way of de-
fining Islam, so to speak professionally, but there are other ways as
well.

We may call the lived Islam (Islam vécu) of ordinary people, as they
define and experience it, “popular” Islam. It has many variations, encom-
passing both what is called “religion” according to the definition of the
“ulama’ and what we call “culture” in the broader sense of the word.
Popular Islam, then, is part of popular culture and can be studied as
such for instance by cultural anthropologists, and at the same time it is
part of the religion which prevails in Muslim societies and can be stud-
ied as such for instance by students of religion. Consequently, research
into popular Islam should be carried out in close cooperation between
Islamicists trained in cultural anthropology, and Islamicists trained in
science of religion. Contrary to official, normative Islam, popular Islam
is experiential by its very nature. It has its own norms and values, and
forms specific to particular groups and persons, and these religious
forms are always interwoven with other elements of social and individ-
ual life’.

? This explains why most research on popular religion has been carried out by
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Some forms of popular Islam

Many accounts of Muslim societies, especially from the colonial pe-
riod, make it appear as if there were hardly any relationships between
the ordinary, mostly non-literate people and the ‘ulama’, between popu-
lar and normative Islam. The tendency was to describe them as two dif-
ferent worlds; tensions between them would occur where popular tradi-
tions were in clear conflict with the prescriptions of official or norma-
tive Islam, for instance in the case of so-called “black” magic which is
forbidden by the Qur’an (S. 113).

The following forms of popular Islam, considered in isolation and
rather statically, were mostly described in such accounts:

1) celebrations of feasts including rites of passage;

2) ideasand practices aimed at healing, promoting fertility and sus-
taining life in other ways in different kinds of misfortunes;

3) veneration of particular charismatic people endowed with a reli-
gious quality, in their lifetime or afterwards;

4) customs and rites pertaining to the special place and role of
women and their purity which represents the honour of the family, as
well as specific forms of women’s religiosity;

5) particular educational practices based on religious traditions, in-
cluding religious education;

cultural anthropologists describing and interpreting it within its cultural context, and by
sociologists studying it in view of the particular societies and groups involved. What they
study is exactly “I'Islam vécu”. Compare two recent collective studies on the subject in
Dutch: Willy Jansen (ed.), Lokale Islam: Geloof en ritueel in Noord-Afrika en Iran (Local
Islam: Belief and ritval in North Africa and Iran). Muiderberg: Dick Coutinho, 1985, and
L. B. Venema (ed.) Islam en macht: Een historisch-antropologisch perspektive (Islam and
power: an historical-anthropological perspective). Assen-Maastricht: Van Gorcum, 1987.
Important is the contribution of (social) psychology in the following studies about
popular religion in Lebanon and Algeria: Mounir Chamoun, Les superstitions an Liban.
Aspects psycho-sociologiques. (Beyrouth: Dar el-Machreq, 1973); Alissa Ouitis, Possession,
magie et prophétie en Algérie. Essai ethnographigue. (Paris: Ed. de I'Arcantére, 1984) and
Noureddine Toualbi, Le sacré ambigu ou des avatars psychologiques du changement social
(Alger: Entreprise Nationale du Livre, 1984).
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6) local pilgrimages, in particular to shrines of men and women
considered to bestow baraka (blessing) on their visitors;

7) various religious practices in the turuq (religious brotherhoods
of a sifi or derwish nature);

8) so-called “superstitions” bordering on magical beliefs and behav-
iour with respect to particular objects, for instance Qur’an leaves used
as protection against evil or certain people. In practice this covered any-
thing which testified to the people’s credulity, the exotic nature of their
culture and the basic irrationality of their religion, at least according to
current western views.

Some movement of popular Islam

Besides describing these various forms of popular Islam, accounts of
Muslim societies also mention popular movements. As mass movements
appealing to Islam and able to mobilize ordinary people, they can be
considered as movements of popular Islam, more dynamic than the
forms of popular Islam just mentioned.

The following movements of popular Islam, considered in isola-
tion, can be mentioned:

1) mahdist movements of an eschatological orientation, character-
ized by the fact that a particular leader gathers a following through his
claim to be the expected mabdi or “Guided One” and to establish a
realm of justice as prophesied at the end of time. Other movements of
the same kind claim to present a figure preceding the mahdi, for in-
stance a Bab (as the Babi’s did) or a Baha'ullah (as the Bahai’s do);

2) movements of religiously motivated protest against political
authorities, reproaching them for failing to apply Islam, in particular in
the realm of justice or social order;

3) movements using Islam as a common symbol in order to unite
people in situations of tension or conflict with adherents of other reli-
gions and ideologies, or to call for defensive or offensive gihad against
peoples perceived as enemies of Islam;
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4) movements of a pan-Islamic nature, striving to unite all Muslims
under the banner of Islam, even on a popular level, notwithstanding
their political, ethnic and other differences;

5) movements of da“wa or appeal to increase the religious practice
and fervour among Muslims, and to expand Islam among non-Muslims
with a view to their conversion to Islam.

Some characteristics of older descriptions of popular Islam®

In the older descriptions, in particular in the colonial period, popu-
lar Islam was mostly viewed as very different from official Islam, and as
a rather static phenomenon, or sum of static phenomena.

Sometimes these descriptions laid much stress on the permanent fea-
tures of popular Islam. Scholars held that popular Islam would continue
because it gave a social cohesion to the people. Similarly, the continuity
of official Islam and the official institutions of Islam was stressed. Nor-
mative Islam would not be abandoned although it would be less and less
observed and consequently would obtain an ever more utopian or ideal
character in the course of time.

Other scholars, on the contrary, stressed that, as in Europe, popular
forms of religion in Muslim countries would loose their relevance and
be relegated to folklore. Proper education would give the people a mod-
ern worldview which would replace superstitious views of religion by
scientific ones. Economic development would force people to act ration-
ally according to their best interests and use their economic resources
to reach maximum productivity. Proper political development would
put an end to feodalism and tribalism and it would dissociate religious
from political authority. The prevailing idea here was that normative Is-
lam as well as popular Islam would become marginal to the forces of so-
ciety. The Muslim intelligentsia was expected to emancipate itself both

¢ Comp. “A note on earlier research on official and popular Islam” in the article
mentioned in fn. 4, pp. 334-338. A bibliography of the most important publications on
popular Islam is given at the end of that article, pp. 339-341.
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from popular ideas and practices and from the traditional religious sys-
tem, or at least reinterpret this all in a modernist way.

Some corrections of such older descriptions

To the extent that Muslim societies have been able to develop more
actively and freely since the achievement of political independence and
to the extent that they have become better known thanks to nore ap-
propriate and adequate scholarly methods developed in the social sci-
ences, we have been able to obtain more insight into the relationships
between popular and official or normative Islam, which turn out to be
more complicated than scholars some fifty years ago could imagine.

The domains of the ‘ulama’ and of other religious authorities like
Sifi shaykhs and holy men have not been as separate from each other
as it has seemed. Besides complementarity there have been tensions and
even fierce struggles between religious leaders for control over the
people. This has in a way always been the case with the ‘ulama’ and the
shaykhs, with political authorities keeping tensions under control. But
I think that in the twentieth century and sometimes even earlier, with
the rise of the modern nation-state and the industrialization of society,
the situation has changed fundamentally. On the one hand, industrializa-
tion and the rise of new middle classes have made the old forms of
popular religion rather obsolete. On the other hand, the modern state
with its national ideology has its own interest in demanding the people’s
loyalty and it wants to control them more tightly than the ‘ulama’and
even the shaykhs were ever able to do. This is becoming clear now that
the state has acquired modern forms of power and control and asserted
its authority, offering new ideologies which have to be accepted nation-
wide and which compete with older traditions of both popular and
official Islam.

The modern nation-state has in fact changed both popular and offi-
cial Islam considerably, as well as the relationship between them.

Indeed, the scene of popular and official religion has changed drasti-
cally with the rise of republican Turkey and Pahlevi Iran, later trans-
formed into the Islamic Republic of Iran, the creation of Pakistan and
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the wave of Islamization there during the Ziya ul-Haqq period, the “fun-
damentalization” of Islam in a number of Muslim countries and the va-
rious government responses to it (as in Egypt and Algeria), and last but
not least with the establishment of pantjasila Indonesia instead of an Is-
lamic Indonesian state, not to speak of crucial developments in various
socialist countries. Besides the process of technological development
which undermines popular religion everywhere, there were two particul-
ar forces of opposition to popular Islam to which we must give proper
attention.

Opposition to popular Islam

In the colonial period popular Islam did not usually come under di-
rect attack by the colonial powers, since it hardly presented a danger to
them if they could win the acquiescence of its leaders by various means.
The main attacks on popular religion in Islam came from at least two
other quarters, both Muslim and both new: on the one hand the “reli-
gious” reformers and revivalists, and on the other hand the “political”
nationalists and development experts. For them popular Islam, with its
isolation, its static forms and dynamic movements as described above,
represented a danger indeed. Let us look somewhat closer at this.

By their very nature the Salafiyya, Wahhabiyya, Thwan al-Mus-
limin and other movements seeking to revitalize Islam were opposed
to popular Islam in its comtemporary forms. The Wahhabiyya consider-
ed all religious forms which were not explicitly mentioned as permitted
in the Qur’an (such as the belief in ginn) as forms of sirk. Teachers and
enlightened thinkers like Muhammad ‘Abduh and Sayyid Ahmad Han
jettisoned the belief in miracles which was the basis of most forms of
popular Islam. Muhammad Rasid Rida, faithful to an Islam based on
Qur'an and Sunna and thoroughly sympathetic to what the
Wahhabiyya did in Arabia regarded much in popular Islam as simple
idolatry. Hasan al-Banna and his followers up to the present day have
recognized clearly that much of popular Islam in its traditional forms
is not only in conflict with some basic prescriptions of Qur’an and
Sunna but also inappropriate to the modern world in which Muslims
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live; it hampers the dynamism which the Muslim community needs.
And the turug, under whose wing popular Islam had found shelter
earlier, were now themselves equally harrassed. In a word, in religious
quarters the sword of scripturalism, puritanism and “fundamentaliza-
tion” tried to demolish all those forms of religion which were not based
on Scripture and whose adherents, often barely literate, in fact rejected
modern conditions of life.

The other attack on popular Islam came from the leaders of the
new nation-states, with or without a colonial past. Leaving aside the so-
cialist countries, Atatiirk’s republican Turkey would seem to be the
most eloquent example of a state which unilaterally decides that reli-
gious authority should be hamstrung, religion should disappear from the
public sphere, derwish orders should be disbanded, and a new kind of
education should inculcate national loyalty and a form of enlightenment
instead of religious loyalty and traditional piety. But paradoxally it is
precisely in Turkey that “popular” folk religion has proved to be most
complex and powerful and not at all static. Probably precisely because
the official religious leadership was reduced to silence and the secularist
policies of the state were unacceptable to the religious-minded peasants
with their own traditions, popular forms of Islam grew stronger than
ever before, unchecked by the corrective action of the ‘wlama’. Popular
forms and movements offered an alternative Islam to those who, for re-
ligious reasons, resisted the official secularist policies.

Outside Turkey, the nationalist leaders of former mandated or colo-
nial Muslim countries showed almost as little sympathy as Atatiirk did
for archaic forms of religious life which obviously opposed the
centralization of power, a western type of economic development, and
an educational system founded on the principle of national loyalty. In
most new nation-states popular forms of religion were laughed at by the
authorities; in the public sphere popular Islam was put under certain
curbs. Obsolete beliefs and practices were combatted, and not only in
words, through the often single permitted official parties.

There have also been considerable changes in the official Islam of
the ‘ulama’, in a number of Muslim countries, such as Egypt. Here
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again the state was the main agent of change, first by making the “ula-
ma’ dependent on it, financially and otherwise, and then by promoting
particular versions of Islam which served its own interest. The state gave
these versions an official status - in Egypt through the Azhar authorities
and the mufii - and encouraged the spread of them through the state-
controlled media and in other ways. The Islam now brought to the na-
tion, for instance Egypt, was no longer the classical Islam but a moder-
nized “officialized” version which had passed through the reformers’
hands and received the stamp of approval of the state authorities.

Revitalization of Islam’

A new situation arose when the nationalist and rather secular out-
look of the state and its economic and socio-political aims and purposes
were challenged by popular and even populist calls for the sari‘a to be
implemented and by the spread among young men and women, in parti-
cular in towns and cities, of a series of ideas and practices which may
be characterized roughly as a revitalization of Islam. Once the Islamic
tide began to rise, whether in the late sixties or in the seventies, govern-
ments had to take notice of it and react.

Partly in response to demands for society and the state to be Islam-
ized, political authorities in a2 number of Muslim states have been pro-
moting or at least supporting the kind of “officialized” Islam mentioned
above, an adaptation of official Islam to the day-to-day needs of society.

7 We understand by “revitalization” of a cultural or religious tradition or system a
new and meaningful use which is made of certain key elements of such a tradition or
system, so that people are again inspired by it. Revitalization processes take regularly
place in religions and ideologies and they can take different forms varying from “funda-
mentalization” (going back to the basic principles or texts) to “universalization” (opening
up to a more universal perspective). In present-day Islam, for instance, we can speak of
a revitalization with a more political “activist” and a more reflective “fundamentalist”
wing. See for instance ]. Waardenburg, “Fundamentalismus und Aktivismus in der isla-
misch-arabischen Welt der Gegenwart”, Orient 30 (1989), 39-51. A most interesting ques-
tion, of course, is to what extent the present-day revitalization of Islam is basically of a
religious nature. Comp. ] Waardenburg, Llslam: une religion (Genéve: Labor et Fides,
1989).
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This entails the abandonment of the extremeley nationalist and secular
trend which dominated most of the states in the fifties and sixties, and
in the case of Iran, Pakistan and Sudan the state itself has gone Islamic.

This encouragement by the state of an “officialized” version of Is-
lam not only reduces the influence of the “ideal” official Islam of the
‘ulama’ but also affects the situation of popular Islam. It is too early yet
for a clear picture of what is happening to have emerged, but reports
from countries like Tunesia, Algeria, Egypt and Turkey suggest that lo-
cal forms of popular Islam are developing as an implicit protest against
policies towards Islam promulgated in the capital. Popular Islam then
seems to stand for local identities over against central authority. Such
local, ethnic forms and movements of popular Islam may be able to ex-
press themselves more freely when governments cannot afford to pursue
secularist policies any longer.

2. A special case: Iran

We shall apply the foregoing considerations to Iran, a country
where both official and popular Islam are rich in form and content®.
First we shall give some examples of different kinds of popular religious
behaviour, divided into forms and movements. Whereas forms of behav-
iour imply the search for direct contact with divine or at least religious
realities to obtain blessings of different kinds through experiences where
the emotional component is quite strong, movements imply a social mo-
bilization of people for the attainment of earthly goals which, together
with their social effects, have a religious meaning for those involved. We
shall then discuss some basic aspects of official (5ia) Islam in Iran inso-
far as they are relevant for our understanding of the relationship with
popular religion. Then we shall enumerate some forms current in Irani-

¥ Iran is singled out here among the many Muslim countries, since the pluriformity
of Islam as it exists in Iran both in its official and its popular varieties is singularly
neglected in present-day publications. There is a tendency to equate Islam in Iran with the
neo-5i°1 doctrines elaborated by Khomeiny and his circle, but this is not correct.
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an Islam which can be considered neither as official nor as popular Islam
but which enjoy a kind of semi-official recognition. Finally, we shall
consider two determining factors for the relationship between official
and popular Islam in Iran: specifically Si‘a religion, and the continuity
of cultural traditions in Iranian societies dating from the period before
Iran was islamized.

Popular forms in Iranian Islam

A first category of popular forms in Iranian Islam are those
customs, beliefs and practices which are connected with seasonal feasts
and communal rites of passage in the life of the individual. Those forms
of religious behavior which respond to unforeseen events and crisis situ-
ations in the life of the individual and the community also belong to
this group.

A second category of such forms is more particularly related to ten-
ets of the $i%’: the veneration of the Imams, including pilgrimages to
the holy places of twelver $1°, the practices performed during the pil-
grimages and at the shrines, popular invocations of the Imams and tradi-
tions about their life and death or disappearance. This category also in-
cludes the mourning celebrations (‘4zadari) in memory of the events at
Kerbela, during the first ten days of Muharram, when a passion play
(ta‘ziyya) re-enacting the martyrdom of Imam Husayn is performed. On
these days the dasta, a procession of men flagelating themselves through
the streets, and a nagl representing the funeral of Imam Husayn can, or
at least could formerly be observed. At this time, but also on other oc-
casions, preachers at a certain place (takiya, hoseiniye) recite certain texts

? Peter ]. Chelkowski (Ed.), Taziyeb: Ritual and Drama in Iran (New York: New
York University Press, 1979); Davoud Monchi-Zadeh, Taziya: Das persische Passionsspiel
mit teilweiser Ubersetzung der von Litten gesammelten Stiicke (Stockholm: Almqvist &
Wiksell, 1967); Shaykh Muhammad Mahdi Shams al-Din, The Rising of al-Husayn: Its
Impact on the Consciousness of Muslim Society (London: The Muhammadi Trust, 1985);
Gustav Edward Taiss, Religious Symbolism and Social Change: The Drama of Husain
(Unpublished PhD Dissertation, Washington University, 1973); Claude Virolleaud, Le
théatre persan ou le drama de Kerbéla (Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1950).
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(rawza) about the Karbela catastrophe which may incite listeners not
only to compassion but also to preparation for action against prevailing
injustice. These Muharram celebrations are much more than a mere his-
torical commemoration; those who are present participate inwardly in
Husayn’s struggle against injustice and his sufferings, possibly also ex-
piating the communal responsibility for Husayn’s death and the suffer-
ing of the innocent generally. All this involves the purification of the
participants and their interiorization of these experiences; in any case it
encourages a particular sensitivity to suffering. A third category con-
sists of those forms of popular religion in which a typical dualism of
good and evil prevails. Such a dualistic symbolism is especially promin-
ent in Iranian Islam. Certain forms of the first and second category also
show dualistic features, but in this case we have to do with a funda-
mental dualism in which true spirituality by its nature is aligned on the
side of the good. Other categories comprise features of the turug, cus-
toms of particular tribal and ethnic groups and other forms of popular
Islam which we also find in Sunni Muslim societies.

Popular movements in Iranian Islam

We have already mentioned Mahdist movements of an eschato-
logical character in which either the Mahdi himself, or a forerunner of
his (Bab, Baha’ullah) is expected or claimed to be present.

A second category is formed by those $i%a movements which are
religiously motivated and owe their allegiance to one particular Sii re-
ligious leader to the exclusion of others. The focus is here on the right
leadership, religious and otherwise, and the defense of the correct form
of twelver Si‘a Islam.

A third category comprises those movements which oppose the cur-
rent political leadership because it fails to act according to the injunc-
tions of $i‘a Islam. Here the government is quickly identified with Evil
as was the case with the Shah’s régime in the 1978/79 revolution.

A fourth category is represented by movements which combat for-
eign and especially non-Muslim enemies, appealing explicitly to Islam,
and perhaps calling for ¢ihad as a defensive or even agressive war effort.
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Islam may also be used as a “popular” symbol for preserving the Mus-
lims’ purity and unity in situations of conflict with adherents of other
religions and ideologies. The sense of purity is strongly developed in
Iranian Islam, and it is not unconnectcd with the typical Iranian sym-
bolism of good and evil as two absolute antagonists which has been
mentioned above.

These movements of a popular nature and appeal have their own
features in Iranian Si‘a Islam.

Official religion in Iranian Islam

Twelver Si‘a doctrine has five articles of faith, three of which it
shares with Sunni doctrine: tawhid (unity of God), nubuwwiyya (a se-
ries of God-sent prophets with the final prophethood of Muhammad),
and giyama (resurrection followed by the last Judgment). The Sunn1i ar-
ticles related to the belief in angels and God’s gadar (decision on man’s
eternal destiny) are replaced by two other articles, that of belief in the
imama (imams from among the descendants of Muhammad including
faith in the continuing guidance of the hidden imam) and the “ad! (Jus-
tice) of God. Besides these five articles of faith, Twelver Sii’s also be-
lieve in gayba (“hidden reality”) which is interpreted in various ways, in
the naur (divine light) from which the prophets and imams were created,
and in the sinlessness and perfect knwoledge of the family of Muham-
mad (the bayt an-nabi: the “five pure souls” alluded to in Sira 33:33).

Besides these articles of doctrine, the Twelver Si¢i’s also acknowl-
edge ten religious duties instead af the Sunni’s five: salat, sawm, zakat
(as well as pums as obligatory taxes), hagg, gibad, al-amr bi-l-ma‘rif wa-n-
nahy ‘an al-munkar (command to do what is good and to prohibit what
is evil), the defense of those who support the message of God (through
the prophet) and of the Imams, hatred of the enemies of the Imams, and
of course the szhada.

The official Si°i religion is represented by the “ulama’, the religious
leadership, who know and must defend the sari'z and the doctrine of
the Si‘a. They also elaborate Si‘a political theory and their social
thought starts out from the conviction that Islam provides the basis of
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a just society. As is well-known, the “ulama’ managed to enforce their
authority and power after a long process of rivalry with the state
authority and they succeeded in taking over power after the fall of the
Pahlevi dynasty in January 1979.

In contrast to Sunni Islam, $i‘a Islam has given the more learned
‘ulama’ the right to exercise igtibad, since the victory of the Usuli’s
over the Ahbaris some two centuries ago. The mugtahids thus have a
certain freedom of interpretation, that is a certain freedom of thought
and action with regard to tradition. Only the maragii taglid, that is to
say exceptionally learned mugtabids, have the right to formulate “new”
tradition and impose it on their followers; they exercise their authority
not only on doctrinal but also on social and political issues.

The greater freedom of the higher Si‘i “ulamai’ compared to their
Sunni counterparts may be said to correspond in fact to a greater de-
pendency on the part of the ordinary $ii believers compared to those
in Sunni Islam. The present power of the ‘ulama’ in Iran presents a
structural parallel with the power of the clergy in earlier Sassanid state
and may have something to do with Iranian patterns of authority. In
the $i%, religious scholarship itself implies some kind of superior
knowledge (‘irfan), possibly thanks to the working of the hidden Imam,
whereas in Sunni Islam religious scholarship is based on sound reason
(‘aql) applied to the sources of religious knowledge, in particular the
Qur’an and the Sunna. Qum and Najaf are therefore surrounded by an
aura of blessings due to the presence not only of holy shrines but also
of scholars of superior religious insight.

Whereas since the end of the 19th century different new currents
of reformism and modernism have gained ground among at least some
Sunni ‘ulama’, partly under political pressures, and have brought about
changes in the interpretation of Islam on a rational basis, such
developments have occurred less among Si°1 “ulama’. Modern interpre-
tations of Islam in Iran have arisen mainly among “laymen” (non-u/a-
ma’) who like their counterparts in for instance Egypt, Turkey and
India before partition, can more easily reinterpret Islam in the light of
the demands of the present time than the majority of the “wlama’,
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though their interpretations are of course of an unofficial nature. Si‘a
mollahs have been reputed to receive a deficient education and be incap-
able of independent thinking, which is perhaps due to their allegiance
to a higher hierarchy of §i¢i clergy. The greater freedom of the higher
clergy, then, would not seem to be followed by a greater freedom on
the lower levels. It remains difficult, however, to draw any definite con-
clusions from this state of affairs for the relation between official and
popular Islam among the §ia as compared with the same relation in
Sunni Islam™.

Semi-official religion in Iranian Islam

Besides official Iranian Islam there are some spiritual trends which
certainly express themselves in too subtle or intellectual a nature to at-
tract a large popular following, and yet which have been very much
alive in Iran alongside the religion of the ‘ulama’. They may be called
semi-official insofar as they are not “popular” and their existence has to
be admitted by the “ulama’.

The first of these trends is a typical Si‘i spirituality which offers
a kind of esoteric knowledge, founded on a silsila (genealogy) going back
to one of the §i°i Imams. The adept is concerned with the understand-
ing of deeper hidden realities which can be reached by a special gnosis
(irfan). This gnosis is also applied in the interpretation of Qur’an and
Tradition, and is held to be the basis of a spiritual hierarchy of believ-
ers. It has been developed in Iran in a particular kind of “theosophy” on

19 The relationships between official and popular religion are complex everywhere;
often we cannot speak of one “official” religion and mostly there are various “popular
religions” at the same time. Each case should be studied within its specific context. We
must leave aside here important questions: specific items where official and popular inter-
pretations are in conflict, the desire of religious leaders to get a hold over the masses and
the rivalry between them and other authorities to control the masses. In Iran, for
instance, there has been a struggle between the “ulama’ and the state, between the ‘ulama’
and the modern intellectuals of the 19th and 20th centuries, between the “ulama’ and
religious leaders who derive prestige and power from existing forms of popular religion.
In practice there has been much symbiosis betrween official and popular forms of religious
expression.
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the basis of hikma (wisdom). In its more popular forms it has admitted
the possibility of immediate insight and allowed the search for it.

Secondly, Sifi spirituality throughout the history of Islam has con-
stituted a sort of alternative religious tradition besides the official one
of the ‘ulama’. The Safawids themselves arose from Siifi circles which
held some Si°i doctrines, and although the turug were pracucally elimi-
nated in the 17th century A.D., they have undergone a renaissance since
the end of the 18th century, perhaps because the shahs realized their sta-
bilizing function and saw them as a counter-weight to the influence of
the ‘wlama’. Within the turug, in Iran and elsewhere, there has been a
great variety not only of kinds of spiritual education (from the perinde
ac cadaver onwards) but also of attitudes toward society. These have
varied from indifference to social order and justice to positive commit-
ments to the immediate social group and even the negation of any reli-
gious legitimation of the state power.

The third kind of semi-official religion in Iran is much more recent.
Certain intellectuals - most of them outside the “ulama’ hierarchy, the
turuq or the circles of “irfan - have made up their minds about the
meaning of Islam in the modern world and interpreted it anew with re-
gard to the needs of society. Examples from the sixties and seventies in-
clude Guftar-i Mah, a periodical which started in 1959, and the printed
courses of instruction about Islam which were started by the madrasa
Dar Rab-i Hagq in Qum in 1966. Certain new religious centers which
were founded by private organizations after 1960, like the Husayniyya-i
Irsad in Teheran, the Maktab-i Islam and the Dar Tablig in Qum, and
the Kanin-i Baht va-Intiqad-i Dini in Mashhad also come to mind. A
renewal of interest in Islam on an intellectual level has taken place in
these groups and private institutions and thinkers such as Al Saricati
(1933-1977) have made a continuous effort to combine an Islamic i
faith with a democratic and socialist ideology. These groups have been
distrusted by the orthodox ‘#lama’, and of course by the state which
was, and is, suspicious of subversive ideology.

In this context it is also important to note the emergence of a new,
“officialized” Islam in the Pahlevi period. The government, especially
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that of the last Shah, encouraged another modernist version of Islam
through the media and through the appointment of ‘“ulama’ who sup-
ported the state policy as for instance imams of major mosques in the
country and teachers at Teheran University’s Faculty of Theology™.
The stress here was on Islam as a rational religion aligned to develop-
ment and modernization, without the differences between Islam and the
other major religions being unduly emphasized.

Structure of the relationship between popular and official religion in Iran

The question arises whether certain permanent factors have at least
in part determined the relationship between popular and official religion
in Iran. There is reason to believe that numerous forms of popular reli-
gion and piety, sometimes of a loosely structured and unorganized na-
ture, have continued to exist throughout the whole period of Muslim
rule in Iran, both before and after Shah Isma’il’s proclamation of Si‘a
Islam as the official state religion at the beginning of the 16th cen-
tury®?. The existence of semi-official kinds of religious interpretation

1 Tt should be noted, however, that in Iran, besides the “official” government
appointed and supported ‘ulama’, there always have been a number of “free” ‘ulama’
devoting themselves to study and teaching, living from wagf income and without links
with the state. In nearly all other Muslim countries, ‘ulama’ are financially dependent on
the state.

12 Some classical descriptions of popular religion in Islam are: Henri Massé, Croyances
et coutumes persanes, suivies de Contes et chansons populaires (Paris: Maisonneuve, 1938 in
two volumes); English translation Persian Beliefs and Customs (New Haven: Human
Relations Area Files, 1954). Much information on “superstitious” beliefs and practices as
current among women in Horasin is contained in Bess A. Donaldson, The Wild Rue: A
study of Mubammadan Magic and Folklore in Iran (London: Luzac, 1938). Most famous is
Edward Granville Browne, A year among the Persians: Impressions as to the life, character,
and thought of the people of Persia, received during twelve months’ residence in that country
in the years 1887-1888 (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1893; with numerous
reeditions). Compare S. G. Wilson, Persian Life and Customs: With scenes and incidents of
vesidence and travel in the land of the Lion and the Sun (New York etc.: Fleming H.
Revell, 1900). Highly instructive are also Mangol Bayatr, Mysticism and Dissent:
Socioreligious Thought in Qajar Iran (Syracuse: Syracuse Univ. Press, 1982), and Roy
Mottahedeh, The Mantle of the Prophet: Learning and Power in Modern Iran (London:
Chatro 8 Windus, 1985). In the late thirties an initiative was taken to make an inventary
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of Islam mentioned above - in terms of gnosis, mysticism and wisdom
- bears additional witness to this. The religious scene in Muslim Iran ap-
pears to have been very varied indeed. In the following we shall focus
on two factors in particular which have largely determined the relations
between popular and official religion in Iran: on the one hand the
Twelver Si‘aform of Islam and on the other hand Iranian cultural tradi-
tions.

a) Si%a religion

There are certain traits of the Si%a which are relevant for the par-
ticular relation between official and popular religion in Islam. They can
be enumerated as follows:
1) As a minority in the Islamic world as a whole, Twelver §i¢1’s have
a particular consciousness of solidarity and belonging together, also be-
yond the political borders of Iran. Even if there are differences in life
style, political orientation and degree of “popular” religious expresswn,
they in no way hamper relations between Twelver Sii believers®.
This is also valid for the Iranian context; whatever the differences be-
tween 5i°i ethnic groups, relations between them are not affected by
the use of different forms of religious expression Westernized intellec-
tuals have tended to disdain “superstitions” rather than combat them,
and although a number of ‘ulama’ may have wanted to “purify” the Sica
of its popular excesses, until February 1979 their ideas of pure Islam did

of forms of popular culture and to have them on record in Teheran. To what extent the
project has been continued until today is not known to me. See Iranshabr, Vol. I (1945).
Increasingly attention has been given to the continuity of popular religious motifs in
present-day Iranian literature. See for instance Girdhari Tikku “ Some socio-religious
themes in modern Persian fiction”, in: Islam and its Cultural Divergence: Studies in Honor
of Gustav E. von Grunebaum, ed. by Girdhari L. Tikku (Urbana etc.: Univ. of Illinois
Press, 1971), pp. 165-179. There are numerous studies on oral literature, for instance Jan
W. Weryho, “Sistini-Persian folklore”, Indo-Iranian Journal V (1962), pp. 276-307.

D Many ancient religious elements survived in sectarian (often §i1) groups at less
accessible places in the Middle East. See Klaus E. Miiller, Kulturhistorische Studien zur
Genese pseudo-islamischer Sektengebilde in Vorderasien. Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1967.
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not receive much support from the state. The state also wanted to eradi-
cate excesses and took measures, for instance, with regard to the Muhar-
ram celebrations, but it sought to replace them not with the official ri-
gid religion of the ‘ulama’ but rather with an “enlightened” rational
frame of mind to be furthered by education and an officialized modern-
ist version of Islam. With the ‘wlama”s seizure of power in February
1979 and afterwards, the possibility has arisen for the first time that
forms of religion which do not correspond with the present religious
leaders” conceptions may be swept aside in the name of religion.

2) The doctrine of the hidden Imam’s guidance of the world and his re-
turn as Mahdi at the end of time allows for the existence of different
kinds of spirituality on different levels, side by side, free of the control
of one spiritual authority. The doctrine not only overcomes certain con-
trasts between official and popular religious expression, but also opens
up possibilities for individual and communal inspiration and overall es-
chatological expectations. It also provides a potential for criticism of the
current state of affairs, political and otherwise. If mugtabids claim that
the Imam speaks to them, they cannot deny that he may also speak to
other, less literate people through more popular forms.

3) The development of the doctrine of igtibad into that of the great
authority of a marga‘i-tagl id seems at first sight to subordinate popular
religion to the rules of official religion. But in fact popular Si°i religion
can go on just as popular Catholic religion went on after the proclama-
tion of the dogma of Papal infallibility™. Precisely in a situation where
‘irfan is needed to acquire superior religious knowledge, there may very
well be a lenient, if contemptuous attitude towards popular religion as
necessary for the uninitiated, rather than a hostile one.

4) The emotionally loaded Muharram celebrations may be frowned
upon by some ‘ulama’ as popular excesses but it is difficult to forbid
them in a Si°i context. By comparison, for instance, with Yom Kippur

1 Compare James A. Bill and John Alden Williams, “Shi¢i Islam and Roman Catho-
licism: An Ecclesial and Political Analysis”, in The Vatican, Islam and the Middle East. Ed.
by Kail C. Ellis, O.S.A. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse Univ. Press, 1987, pp. 69-105.
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and Good Friday they have a far more powerful appeal to the masses,
and the political scenario of bringing down the Shah in November 1978
was effectively modelled on the religious scenario of Husayn’s martyr-
dom by Yazid. Popular religion and culture are nourished by these ce-
lebrations, thereby acquiring their own autonomous course, and it is far
from inconceivable that, if the ‘#/ama’ seriously abused their authority,
they could in turn be denounced on the occasion of the same Muharram
celebrations which brought them to power with their protest against ap-
palling injustice.

5) The authority of mugtahids and marag i“i-tagl id make it possible for
the masses to be relatively easily mobilized not only for religious but
also for political causes, in particular when foreign powers, heretics and
certain groups of non-Muslims are perceived as sources of evil. This
authority works powerfully in times of crisis, as is clear from the way
Homeini was able to manipulate the Iranian masses against the regime
in 1978 and from a French village at that.

If it is true that Si‘a religion assures a certain bridge between
official and popular forms and movements in Iranian Islam, new
questions arise. How strong is the loyalty to the official tenets of the
Sica, “official religion”, not only among the mollahs and ‘ulama’, but
also among the bazari’s (commercial people), civil servants and the
various educated classes, not to speak of the arrmy? And conversely,
what has been and is the “popular” religion of the ordinary people
nowadays: nomads, semi-nomads and peasants of different regions,
workers in industry, and refineries, the millions living in Teheran and
other cities? And how much loyalty not only to the official religion but
also to the official religious leadership exists among these groups, in
particular since the Islamic revolution and the war against Iraq?

b) Iranian society and cultural traditions

There are also certain features of Iranian society and cultural tradi-
tions which are relevant for the relation between official and popular re-
ligion in Iranian Islam. A number of elements of the latter go back
themselves to pre-Islamic customs or are linked to ancient social struc-
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tures, which are still characteristic of Iranian society up to the present
day. Some of them are the following:

1) Both the $i°1 and the pre-Islamic Iranian worldviews consider history
as the arena in which the struggle for a just society and cosmic order is
waged, and they share the expectation of a saviour at the end of time
and a state based on a divinely-designated leadership.

2) The hierarchical structure of Iranian society has for long given it a
certain immobility. For ordinary people in Iran the right Islamic way
of life must have seemed unattainable because of the negligence of the
“official” religious leaders and state authorities. This has led to occasion-
al outbursts of emotions and unrest in times of crisis. Popular religion,
much more than official religion, has been connected with the economic
and social situation of more or less underprivileged groups. It may be
called an “opium”, but it can also be considered as an attempt to trans-
cend a certain extremely difficult situation, and not to succumb to des-
pair.

3) The strong, and almost absolute opposition between pure and im-
pure, good and evil, light and dark, God and Satanic forces may be in-
spired by particular Qur’anic texts which are referred to. But there is
reason to suppose that there are other causes too: since distant times Ira-
nian culture and society have been very sensitive to dualistic schemes,
as can be seen in the pre-Islamic Iranian religions.

4) In present-day Iranian folk-literature we can find numerous elements
and symbols of popular religion and culture dating back to pre-Islamic
times, and they even have been finding their way into “official” litera-
ture. Perhaps more than other Muslim cultures, the Iranian one sharply
distinguishes between elite and popular culture, although there are gra-
dations in between; this is important for the situation of popular reli-
gion in Iran®. There is an urgent need for studies of the connections

"> In Iran as well as in some other Muslim countries with a long literary tradition,
a difference developed a long time ago between recognized “high” literature mostly in
written form on the one hand and folk literature which was orally transmitted on the
other hand. The latter included folktales, folkpoetry including songs, folkplays, and in
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between popular religion in Iran and the infrastructure of society, the
Iranian cultural traditions on different levels, and the social history of
the various tribal and occupational groups living in the country. The re-
lations of popular religion with official religion and the state authorities
should be studied against this background. What do we know about the
forms and movements of popular religion in the Qagar period, apart
from the Babi movement? What changes did the policies of the Pahlevis
bring about in popular religion and how did it respond to them over a
period of more than fifty years? What attitudes do present-day ‘wlama’
take toward popular religion in Iran, and, perhaps most interesting of
all, how does Iranian popular religion react to the present-day official
religion which is so forcefully asserted?

The impact of recent Iranian history on the relationship between popular
and official Islam

The renewed attention given to religion in Iran since the sixties can-
not be explained only, and perhaps not at all, in terms of a basic struc-
ture of Iranian society and cultural traditions. It is rather to be ex-
plained in a precise historical context: as a reaction to the secularizing
state policies which moreover resulted from the uncontrolled power of
one man, the Shah. It was also a reaction to economic problems which
faced the urban masses in particular, especially after rapid inflation had
set in after 1973. The renewed attention given to religion, the new inter-
pretations of Si‘a doctrine in terms of social tenets and the ritualization

Iran of course versions of the ta‘zieh. Like folk religion folk literature expresses current
themes of life. It often provides an outlet in the harshness of life, and sometimes is clearly
an indirect protest against various forms of oppression; it also may address itself against
pretending figures of religious authority, mocking at mollahs etc. It is noteworthy that
in “high” culture a certain anticlericalism can be felt, and that not only anti-Arab but also
anti-Islam feelings may be ventilated in literary forms, and more recently anti-western
feelings. There sometimes is a nostalgia for a truly Iranian way of life as it was before the
arrival of the Arab, Turkish and later western invaders. I am indebted here to Prof. Nikki
Keddie’s paper “Intellectual and Literary Trends to 1960, distributed at the Workshop
on History and Politics of Religious Movements in Iran held in Berlin, 5-7 September
1980.
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of resistance to the Shah’s regime largely explain how, after the depar-
ture of the Shah following a republican revolution, a second, “Islamic”
revolution could take place, involving the SiT clergy, that is to say the
bearers of official religion. During the revolution, however, they were
strongly supported by “popular” approval and in the following years,
during the war against Iraq, numerous elements of “popular” religion
were used by the leaders to induce the people to go in the direction
they wanted, which included voluntary martyrdom'. Precisely during
these critical years the Iranian $i%a showed a singular convergence of
popular and official religion, the details of which should still be investi-
gated”.

1 It should be remembered that there always has been a great number of uses made
of popular religion according to different interests. In some cases one can speak of a
straight exploitation of people’s naive popular beliefs and practices. In Iran and elsewhere
there is the more general problem that leaders, whether motivated religiously or not, are
able to arouse the masses by using a religious guise and religious language.

Y Qur analysis of the relationship between official and popular religion in specific
cases needs a refinement of concepts. For Islam, for instance, alternative concepts have
been suggested. Since “official” suggests both state-supported or state-controlled and also
something held to be normative for all Muslims, [ suggested in the article mentioned in
fn. 4 to speak of normative instead of “official” Islam. W. van Binsbergen uses the term
formal Islam rather thar “official”. At the Workshop mentioned in fn. 14, W. M. Floor
suggested another set of concepts, speaking of [iving religion as opposed to “official”
religion, such living religion being subdivided into /iterate and non-literate. The latter
distinction is important indeed, and it is clearly recognizable like the difference between
literate and non-literate peoples and cultures. Over against non-literate religion
(commonly called folk religion) there is literate religion, either “official” in the sense of
normative and ideal, or “living” in the sense of actually experienced and practiced.
Terminology serves as a device to arrive at a better knowledge, understanding or expla-
nation, preferably to come to insights which are not reached otherwise. Whatever the
technical term chosen, we want to stress that more attention should be given to popular
culture and popular religion, as a cultural life substratum of the masses in parricular in
the Third World, but also elsewhere up to the present time. Official culture and official
religion too constitute a general category, which should be filled in concretely when a
particular case is studied.
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3. Conclusion

Problems

There are many difficulties involved in any serious study of popular
religion in present-day Muslim societies, if we understand by this the re-
ligion of the ordinary people in the Islamic world. First of all there is
a problem of sources: written and printed materials in this domain are
scarce, fieldwork in the countries concerned has become more difficult,
fieldwork among Muslim immigrants in Europe has only just started
and the first generation of migrants who were most familiar with living
popular religion in the regions they came from is already passing away.

Second, there is a real problem of particular presuppositions among
researchers themselves as to the meaning and function of popular reli-
gion in general, and consequently in Muslim societies too.

Third, the term “popular religion” itself, after having been identified
for some time with folk religion and devoid of political implications,
has recently acquired a political colouring and is then sometimes used
in an ideological sense.

Fourth, research in this sensitive area is not facilitated by the vari-
ous taboos surrounding it, many popular beliefs and customs being ridi-
culed not only by westerners but also by the indigenous intellectual elite
and active islamists.

And fifth, perhaps most important: scholars these days lack direct
contact with the ordinary people in the field even more than in the
past. Often real obstacles, imposed from above by far from democratic
regimes, work against establishing natural personal contacts apart from
on ceremonial occasions. The people, for their part, have only a limited

' The religion of Muslim immigrants in western Europe is often of a popular nature.
Some publications indeed pay attention to this aspect of the Islam of the immigrants, for
instance Abdulkadir W. Haas, Tiirkische Volksfrommigkeir (Frankfurt a. Main: Otto
Lembeck, 1986) and Monique Renaerts, La mort, rites et valeurs dans Ilslam Maghrébin
(Bruxelles: Univ. Libre de Bruxelles, Centre de Sociologie de I'Islam, 1986). Through the
guidance by competent imams and education this more “popular” Islam of the first
generation of immigrants can move towards a more “official” kind of Islam.
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capacity to look detachedly at things which are so much part of life for
them and are meaningful in situations which are by definition loaded
with emotions and tensions, some of them not even conscious. Precisely
because the subject matter is so complex and communication with the
people demands considerable efforts, scholars may all too soon be
tempted to build up their own constructions of popular culture and reli-
gion. They make then an esthetic creation, instead of observing the or-
dinary people and the popular culture and religion which they call “Is-
lam” and we prefer to describe as “popular Islam”.

Current changes

In the course of the twentieth century a wave of devastation appears
to have swept over traditional societies and popular religion in Muslim
countries as elsewhere. But if numerous forms have disappeared, this
does not mean that popular religion as such has. While losing its accept-
ed forms of expression, it may itself have simply been driven under-
ground to manifest itself again later as a collective force in unforeseen
ways.

What we have seen of changes in popular Islam during the last de-
cades seems to indicate a recession as far as its more static “superstitious”
and miraculous forms are concerned. There is, by contrast, an evident
increase in its more dynamic populist movements and here and there lo-
cal Islamic popular practices around a shrine are even being revived.

With industrialization and urbanization new communal solidarities
have arisen and they seem to produce their own popular culture, with
not only the continuation of older popular forms of religion hut also
new kinds of appeals being made to Islam. Development has brought
with it both a process of individualization and atomization and a spread
of religious symbols among the masses. This has obvious consequences
for what may be popular culture and popular religion in the future. We
should add that some recent applications of popular religious forms have
clearly political implications. Thus, the ‘Asiri celebrations in Iran in
1978 and in South Lebanon in the early 1980’s gave a powerful symbol-
ic expression to the participants’ dedication to martyrdom.
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In no case can it be proved that popular religion in Muslim societies
is about to disappear, that the ordinary people in Muslim societies
would no longer have their own kinds of religious expression. It has
rather adapted itself to new circumstances and new problems of life, it
has to some extent been pruned of excessively irrational elements, and
it seems to be withdrawing to sectors of communal life which are not
susceptible to control either by cool reason or by the state. The changes
occurring in popular expressions of a religious nature can largely be ex-
plained in the light of the religious and political forces at work in Mus-
lim societies over the last century and a half.

Renewed vitality of popular religion in Islam

At least four reasons may be put forward for present-day signs of
a renewed vitality of popular expressions of Islam:
1) popular Islam can be used as a symbolic protest against the state ex-
perienced as a self-imposing power, and it is largely through popular re-
ligious symbols and symbolic action that people can be mobilized on a
large scale;
2) in societies where people are living under severe stress, including the
pressure of religious or secular ideologies, popular culture and religion
provide a kind of protected domain®. They limit the grasp of the state
to some extent: since they originate at the grass roots they offer a basic
alternative to all power imposed from above;
3) the poor who are deprived of security and who are dependent and
consequently oppressed create in their popular religion a universe of
their own. If we may believe Professor Gilsenan®, it enables them to
wrest some meaning from what is material nothingness and allows them

9 g - I
' The “refuge” function of popular religion, and of religion in general, as a separate
domain, deserves more attention than has been given to it until now.

2 Michael Gilsenan, “Vroomheid, mystiek en volksgeloof” (Piety, mysticism and
popular beliefs) in Jacques Waardenburg (ed.), Islam: Norm, ideaal and werkelijkbeid (Islam:
Norm, Ideal and Reality). Houten: Wereldvenster Publishers, 1984, 19872, 1994* (Chapter
18).
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some scope for communal symbolic action though it appears nonsensical
if judged according to the norms of the “official” or “officialized” cultur-
al universe;

4) popular religion can always justify itself as resisting what is foreign
or oppressive in Muslim countries, and claim to represent a “home base”
of what is felt to be authentic life. In this light popular religion is
authentic culture and should be studied as such.

The expressions of popular religion keep alive - so to speak in re-
serve — a whole set of communal norms and values, hopes and ideals.
They may remain beneath the surface in everyday life but they can
manifest themselves in festive celebrations and specific religious devo-
tions, in particular in situations of stress and suffering, and in expressing
particular common religious, social and political loyalties, often simulta-
neously. Such norms, values, hopes and ideals are transmitted in the or-
dinary course of life and give a kind of profound communal dimension
to life, conveying what may be called religious meanings to the people.

Popular forms of religion may have a basically conservative charac-
ter in traditional societies. They can lead, however, to movements
which are anything but conservative, as we have been able to see in
Iran. In order to explore this further, we shall have to change most cur-
rent ideas about what popular culture and religion are or should be like,
so that we will be able to grasp better than before the human motiva-
tions and intentions of “ordinary people” in Muslim societies.
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