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Abstract

UsualrShi ism and State Approaches to Islamic Unity: The Ecumenical

Movement in Post-Safavid Iran

By Fahaad J. M. M. Alenezi

Since the upheaval of 1979, the Iranian Islamic Revolution has grasped the interest
of scholars and spurred the writing of numerous academic works which have
investigated all aspects of this event. However, these previous studies have entirely
disregarded the relationship between the establishment of the Usd/i School of
Twelver Shi“ism which corresponded to the rise of the Safavids at the beginning of
the 16th century and the frequent endeavors to revive the principle of the Islamic
ummds unity in modern and contemporary history, involving six calls for Islamic
unity from Iran in the post-Safavid era, with four of those calls officially initiated by
the state. The significance of this subject matter is that its investigation would shed
light on different dark corners not only of modern Iranian history but also the radical
developments in the political dogma of Twelver Shi‘ism which transformed the

Shi “ites from total political absence of intizar to the revolutionary activism of wildyat
al-Faqgih.

This research, hence, aims at exploring the Iranian calls for Islamic unity within a
framework of the Usdli School of Shi‘ism developed as part of the modern Iranian
history, as the stronghold of Twelver Shi"ism since the rise of Safavids. Accordingly,
various stages of such theological and political attempts to promote calls for Islamic
unity, as well as the motivations for such attempts with their historical implications
and conceptual frameworks are critically discussed and thoroughly analysed.

In designing the research, the case study method was utilised to individually
approach the four initiatives officially promoted by the state for Islamic unity
throughout the modern history of Iran, prior to relying heavily on historical analysis
to establish the connections between these attempts while extrapolating the
developments in the political attitudes of wsd/r Shi‘ism.

After conducting a critical analysis, this research argues that the Islamic unity
movement in post- Safavid Iran passed through two different stages: in the first, it
was utilised by the Iranian wuwsdli ulama as a policy to absorb the catastrophic
outcome of the fall of the Safavid state and was activated as a pragmatic policy
befitting the new regime’s quest for legitimacy. Its ultimate aim was to preserve the
accomplishments it had achieved during the Safavid era: its influential role in state
affairs as the single means to secure the wsa/i identity of Twelver Shi‘ism in Iran.
However, the movement in the second stage became a natural outcome in addition
to the sustained political dimensions that had initially aimed to turn away from the
isolation of /ntizar by politicizing Twelver Shi‘ism, eventually leading to genuine
conceptual reforms to the long lasting traditional doctrines, which can also be found
In the post-revolution policies in Iran.
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Note on Transliteration

In this work, I adopt the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies transliteration
systems for Arabic and Persian with few alterations. The {3~ marbdta in Persian words
IS written as "at” (i.e risa/af) while in Arabic it is inscribed as “a” (i.e. risa/a), and the
Persian /gafa after the ta-y7 marbita will be shown as “-yi” or “—i” according to the
context. Also, the Arabic article “al” is being used for both the gamari and shamsi
forms in which the tashdid (double) required for “a/ shamsiyyd’ is disregarded (i.e. a/-
Shi ‘a instead of ash-Shi‘a). Furthermore, all words referring to Islamic or Arabic

concepts, names and official titles that do not have commonly accepted English forms

will be translated according to their Arabic forms.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1. INTRODUCTION

The Unity of the Islamic nation is one of the sacred principles that Islam has
called for since its outset. The belief in this principle does basically comply with
God’s commands in which He has asserted the unity and brotherhood of all
Muslims and demanded that they preserve this unity in numerous locations in the
holy Qur°an. For example, verse 92 in chapter 21 of al-Anbiyd (sing. Nabiyy
means Prophets) places the recognition of unity of the umma as equivalent to
the recognition of God: "Verily, this brotherhood of yours [your umma] is a single
brotherhood, and I am your Lord and Cherisher: therefore serve Me (and no
other).”" Likewise, verse 52 in chapter 23 of Believers affirmed the significance
of the unity of the umma to the extent that preserving such a unity is a sign of
complying with God’s command and showing a fear of the Almighty: “And verily
this Brotherhood of yours [your umma] is a single Brotherhood [ummal, and I
am your Lord and Cherisher: therefore fear Me (and no other).”* Furthermore,
God demands the preservation of the unity of Muslims in chapter 49 of
Champers: "The Believers are but a single Brotherhood, so make peace and

reconciliation between your two (contending) brothers; and fear Allah, that ye

may receive Mercy.””

The unity of the Islamic nation appears to be among the major issues to which
the Qur anic discourse gives more attention and in which the Almighty does not

only guide Muslims towards matters that would strengthen their unity but also

1 Abdullah Yusuf Ali, The Qur an: translation and commentary (Birmingham: Islamic Propagation Center International,

1946), 21:92.
2 The Qur’an, 23:52.
3 The Qur’an, 49:10.



forbids them other matters that could lead to their division. In other words, God

clearly set the rules that preserve the unity of Muslims. One of the rules is that
obedience to the teaching of God and his Prophet and the bearing of hardship
during its implementation will spare Muslims from the risk of dispersal: “And
obey Allah and His Messenger, and fall into no disputes, lest ye lose heart and
your power depart; and be patient and persevering. For Allah is with those who
patiently persevere.”* Also, Muslims’ cooperation with each other in good deeds
would preserve them from God’s resentment since it expresses their true fear of
Him: God states, "Help ye one another in righteousness and piety, but help ye
not one another in sin and rancor. Fear God, for God is strict in punishment.””
Furthermore, favor the Qur°an that represents an escape-line stretched from
Heaven to Earth as mentioned in Aadith al-Thagalayn (tradition of the two heavy

weights) for it gathers the whole teaching of God and His messenger:

And hold fast, all together, by the rope which Allah (stretches out for
you), and be not divided among yourselves; and remember with
gratitude Allah’s favor on you; for ye were enemies and He joined your
hearts in love, so that by His Grace, ye became brethren; and ye were on
the brink of the pit of Fire, and He saved you from it. Thus doth Allah

make His Signs clear to you: that ye may be guided.®

In fact, the Prophet of Islam had touched on this issue in his traditions on

several occasions. On one such occasion he states:

Do not you O Muslims, be jealous of each other, do not increase the
price of your goods to cheat other people, do not hate each other, do not
bear enmity against each other, and do not try to unreasonably excel one
another. And be the slaves of Allah who are brothers to each other. A

Muslim is a brother to every Muslim. So do not commit injustice to your

4 The Qur’an, 8:46.
S The Qur’an, 5:2.
6 The Qur’an, 3:103.
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brother, and do not deny him any help. Do not belittle him. 7agwdis in
here (the Prophet pointed to his chest three times). It is sufficient evil
for a Muslim to harm his own brother in Islam. A Muslim’s blood,

properties, and honor are inviolable to another Muslim.’

In another hadith, the Prophet says

The Parable of the believers who love each other, are merciful and

compassionate, they are like a body, if an organ becomes ill, the other

organs feel the illness too.°

Also, the Prophet had clearly explained the concept of the Islamic Brotherhood

and illustrated the duties of a Muslim towards his other Muslim brothers:

A Muslim is a brother of another Muslim — he does not wrong nor does

he forsake him when he is in need; whosoever fulfills the needs of his

brother, Allah will fulfill his needs; whosoever spares a believer from a

distress, Allah will spare him from one of the distresses of the Day of
Resurrection; and whosoever, conceals a fault of a Muslim, Allah will

conceal his faults on the Day of Resurrection.’

In spite of the sanctity of unity of the urmma for all Muslims regardless of their
sectarian belief, this sanctity failed to protect this unity, which began to
disintegrate politically following the fall of the Umayyad State in the first third of
the second century thanks to the actions of most of the Islamic sects. With the
rising of the Abbasids in the East, for instance, the Sunni Umayyads established

their second state in Andalusia in the western side of the Islamic world. From

then onwards the Islamic world experienced a new stage in its history when the

7 Sahih Muslim, hadith no. 6707.
8 Sahih Muslim, hadith no. 6751.
9 Sahih al-Bukhari, hadith no. 2482.
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Kharijis established two sectarian-oriented states in North Africa: al-Midrariyya
state was established by Midrar ibn al-Yasa‘ in Sijilmasa in 140 A.H. and
followed the Sifri Khariji doctrine and al-Rustomiyya state founded by Abd al-
Rahman ibn Rustum in Tahart in 156 A.H. which was based on the [badr
doctrine. Then, it was the turn of the Shi‘ites to become involved in the
sectarian race to fragment the unity of the umma when the ZayydiShi ‘ites’ state
was first instituted by Idris ibn Abdullah in Walili in 789/172 before it was moved
to the newly-established capital city of Fez: then the Fatimids created their own
state in North Africa and proclaimed the Isma ‘ili doctrine of Islam as the state
religion in 910/297; and the other Zayydi state of Salihiyya that was founded in
the city of Jibla by the Salihi family in 1047/438.

Remarkably, two aspects came to the fore in this sectarian chaos that had swept
through the unity of the umma in the medieval Islamic period. Firstly, Twelver
Shi“ism had maintained the quietness and passiveness and entirely isolated itself
from the de facto state during the time of the Imams and lasted until after the
ghayba (occultation of the twelfth Imam). For that reason, Shi 1 dynasties such
as the Buwayhids and Hamadanis preserved loyalty to the Sunni Abbasid
caliphate.!® During that time the Akhbari School'! of jurisprudence dominated
Twelver Shi ism in which the role of the v/ama was merely to act as narrators to
the traditions of the Prophets and the Imams with no desire to become involved

directly or indirectly in politics or state affairs. Secondly, a survey of the same

10 Hamid Algar, Religion and State in Iran 1785-1906: the Role of the Ulama in the Qajar Period (University of California:
Berkeley, 1969), 4.

11 The Akhbari School of Jurisprudence was the methodologically orthodox Twelver Shi‘ism that relied on the Quran,
the Prophet’s hadith, and the Imams’ traditions as the only means for extracting the ahkam of Shan “a (ordinances); the
Akhbari School represented the conservative orientation that preserved the inclination towards /ntizar dunng the ghayba
(occultation). After the rise of the Safavids, the akhbari ulama had entered the bitter jurisprudential debate with the
newly established Usdli School (reformist) that had lasted for three centuries before it was resolved in favor of the latter;
see Ahmad al-Katib, Tatawwur al-Fikr al-Siyasi al-Shi ‘i min al-Shdra ila \Vildyat al-Faqih (Dar al-Shura wal-] “lam:
London, 1997), 389-96; also, David Morgan, Medieval Persia 1040-1797 (London: Longman, 1988), 158-61.



period reveals no serious approach had been conducted to alleviate the sectarian

contentions that were frequently arising between the ordinary Sunni and Shi‘i

followers.

It was not until 1500 AD that the founder of the newly established state, Shah
Isma ‘il I, proclaimed Twelver Shi‘ism as the official state religion. Thus Twelver
Shi“ism could be said to have taken its share for the first time in destroying the
unity of the Islamic nation. The Safavid state set up a political alliance with the
newly established wusdli school of Twelver Shi‘ism in which the w/ama, unlike
their counterpart akhbaris, legalized the reliance on the ‘ag/ (reason) in
reviewing the traditions of the Imams in order to compose independent legal
opinion, /jjtihaa, the usuli ulama, with the claim of being the representatives of
the Hidden Imam, authorized the temporal rulers of the Safavid dynasty with
unprecedented political legitimacy, to rule the Shi‘'i community on their behalf
during the occultation of the Hidden Imam, while the state in its turn imposed
the usdaliversion of Shi ism in Iran and granted the w/ama of this school the right

to religiously lead the community and politically participate in the state’s affairs. <

Although it appears that the exceptional legitimacy of the alliance between the
Shi‘l wlamd and the Safavid state was partially based on their claim of
descendency from the 7" Imam, Musa al-Kazim, and the establishment of
Twelver Shi ‘ism as the official religion of the state meant that the v/iama of the
usali Twelver Shi‘ism benefitted from unprecedented influence not only In
religion but also the state’s affairs; it does indeed represent a momentous

shifting paradigm in the traditional attitude of passivity and quietness of Twelver

12 Rainer Brunner, Is/lamic Ecumenism in the 20th century: the Azhar and Shiism between Rapprochement and Restraint,
trans. Joseph Greenman, (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 28; also, David Morgan, Medieva/ Persia 1040-1797 (London: Longman,

1988), 158-61.
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Shi”ism towards “earthly” government that had characterized the relations of the
Imams with the existing authorities since the tragic massacre of Karbala in 61
H.C., when Imam Husayn along with several members of Ah/ al-Bayt were
martyred by Yazid's army. This attitude had lasted after a/-Ghayba al-Kubra
(greater occultation of the Twelfth Imam, Mohammad ibn al-Hasan in 326 H.C.)

during which the akhbari teachings prevailed over the followers of Twelver
Shi“ism.

1.2. THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

Iranian history had attracted the interest of scholars since the nationalisation of
the Iranian oil industry in 1953 by the then Prime Minister, Mohammad Musadagq,
and this interest greatly increased after the success of the Islamic Revolution in
1979. Since then, a great deal of research has been conducted dealing with
modern Iranian history from various angles; however, none of it does
comprehensively approach the endeavours of the Iranian state to revive the
unity of the Islamic umma in the context of the modern and contemporary
history of Iran. This is a matter that must provide adequate answers for
unresolved queries regarding the change that has taken place in modern Shi ism
and its attitude to the state and Sunni Islam, which will portray a clearer picture
and better understanding of several historic events as well as contemporary

Incidents.

Significantly, the official Iranian approaches to the issue of Islamic unity and its
impact on the political activities and developments of Twelver Shi‘ism in the
post-Safavid period has been totally neglected despite hints of such an issue In
several studies; for that reason, the absence of a substantive literature review in
this study for the issue matter might be justified on one hand, and emphasis the

value of this approach as unprecedented attempt on the other hand. In other



words, the present study aims be a genuine contribution to the field and could
divert the attention of scholars to the significance of this issue and stimulate
them to conduct further research. Indeed, the previous studies could be placed
In two major categories: the first contains studies that approached modern
Iranian history in general, while the second includes research dealing with the
efforts at Islamic unity in particular. Predominantly, the research in the field of
modern Iranian history falls into the first category and pays no attention to the
iIssue concerning the present study - although a few of them do obliquely point
to the significance of such a subject. For example, Hamid Algar, in his valuable
work Religion and State in Iran 1785-1906: the Role of the Ulama in the Qajar
Period, noticed the problems that Twelver Shi‘ism has been facing since the fall
of the Safavid state in which Twelver Shi ism is supposed to retain the quietness
and passiveness as a minority that was dominant before the rise of the Safavids
and is continuing to the present time — a matter that was incompatible with the
emerging desire to maintain the gains obtained by the Shi‘ites under the Safavid
state when Iran became the stronghold and homeland for usa/i Twelver Shiism,
and the w/ama acquired a political role and heavy involvement in the state’s
affairs. However, Algar did not make an effort to explore how the Shi ites could

get out of this dilemma. And what were the means that they adopted to

circumvent this problem? Hamid Algar states:

Yet one essential element of pre-Safavid Shi‘ism survived to be passed
on, after temporary obscurity, to the Qajar Period and beyond: the
necessary and inescapable illegitimacy of the state. One might maintain
that a Shi‘i state itself is a contradiction in terms, since the essence of
Shi‘ism demands a minority status for its adherents, who are in
opposition, often quiescent, but unyielding, to de facto authority. The

real triumph of Shi‘ism is possible only through the return and



manifestation of the hidden Imam, when legitimacy will return to the

world and be fulfilled. !

Additionally, David Morgan recognised the significance of the 18" century as the
period of potential developments in Iranian Shi‘ism although this requires
additional investigations as he failed to notice the recurrent calls for Islamic unity
in the middle and at the end of this century as one of the major significant

changes in attitude of modern Shi“ism. He illustrates this point as follows:

Thus it was that the eighteenth century, a period whose political history
was for the most part dismal and anarchic even by the exacting standard
of the Persian past, was in other respects of great creative significance.
The permanent importance of the changes within Shi‘ism which took
place hardly needs further emphasis. Knowledge of what happened in
the eighteenth century, as well as in the earlier centuries of Islamic
Persia, is an essential prerequisite for anyone who wishes to understand

the evolution of Persia during our own day."

Even the prominent Shi'1 scholar, Shaykh Mohammad Jawad Mughniyya, who
dealt with the development of Shi‘1 political thought in his work a/-Shi‘a fi al-
mizan, believes that Shi‘ism has passed through three phases. The first phase
was propagation Shi ism (23-132), which started from the death of the Prophet
and lasted until the fall of the Umayyad dynasty. The second phase was the
crystallization of Shi‘i jurisprudence, which lasted throughout the lifetime of
Imam Ja ‘far al-Sadig. The third one is the stage of defending Shi‘ism, which

began at the time of Shaykh al-Mufid and his student al-Sharif al-Murtada and

13 Hamid Algar, Religion and State in Iran 1785-1906: the Role of the Ulama in the Qajar Period (University of California:

Berkeley, 1969), S.
14 David Morgan, Medjeval Persia 1040-1797 (London: Longman, 1988), 160.



lasted until the time of Shaykh al-Hilli."> However, Shaykh Mughniyya totally
disregarded the relationship between repeated calls for Islamic unity and Twelver
Shi“ism that has become a phenomenon in the post-Safavid period and which
chronologically and historically corresponds with Mughniyya’s categorization and
could be considered as the fourth stage in the development of Shi‘ism, covering

the era from the fall of the Safavids until the present time.

The studies in the second category dealt directly with the Iranian involvement in
Islamic unity. In addition to being very few in number, they are not very
comprehensive approaches, merely considering one case of those calls and failed
to highlight the significant motivations that have frequently provoked such
attempts. For example, Ernest Tucker dedicated his valuable work, Nadir Shah’s
Quest for Legitimacy in Post-Safavid Iran,*® to Nadir Shah’s efforts to incorporate
Shi“ism into the Islamic umma as the fifth Islamic School of Jurisprudence and
with which the Shah was attempting to legitimise his newly established
sovereignty. Wilfried Buchta too has contributed to the category in writing a
chapter about the Iranian endeavors of Islamic rapprochement in the post-
Khomeini era.’” Unlike the preceding studies, Rainer Brunner conducted deep
investigations into the issue of Islamic rapprochement in the 20™ century in his
historiographical work, Islamic Ecumenism in the 20th Century.: the Azhar and
Shiism between Rapprochement and Restraint,'® however, he focussed on the
Sunni contributions to the subject matter, mainly the efforts of al-Azhar, as is

clearly reflected in the title. He highlighted the part taken by some Shi‘i

15 For more information see Mohammad Jawad al-Mughniyya, a/~-Shi ‘a fi al-Mizan (Beirut: Dar al-Jawad li al-Tiba a wa

al-Nashir wa at-Tawzi ', 1989), 96-114.
16 Ernest Tucker, Nadir Shah’s Quest for Legitimacy in Post-Safavid Iran (Miami: University Press of Flonida, 2006).

17 Wilfried Buchta, “Tehran Ecumenical Society (Majma“ Al-Taqgrib): a Veritable Ecumenical Revival or a Trojan Horse of

Iran?” in Rainer Brunner and Werner Ende edits., The Twelver Shia in Modern Times: Religious Culture and Polt:cal

History (Boston: Brill, 2001).

18 Rainer Brunner, Islamic ecumenism in the 20th century: the Azhar and Shiism between Rapprochement and Restrain,

trans. Joseph Greenman (Leiden: Bnll, 2004).



Iranians such as Nadir Shah, but failed to place them in the Iranian historical
context, though acknowledging that the calls for Islamic unity have always been

a reflection of the development in the relationship between the wv/ama and the

state:

The most significant of these was the clear connection between
theological pronouncements and the specific political scene of the
moment... Pan-Islamic appeals or the behaviour of Shiite scholars in the
[ragi pilgrimage sites can only be understood against the backdrop of the

prevailing politics, a situation that was to remain unchanged in the tagrib

debates of the twentieth century.’

However, the most significant approach to the issue of Islamic unity is the work
of the late Ayatollah Mohammad Mahdi Shams al-Din, the former president of
the Islamic Shi’i Supreme Council in Lebanon, although he made no reference to
the Iranians’ involvement in the subject. Ayatollah Shams al-Din designated a
chapter in his work, al-7ajdid 7 al-fikr al-Islami al-mu ‘@sir,*® to representing the
relationship between the Imamate and the principle of Islamic unity, in which the
former represents the divine right of the Imams while the latter represents their
sacred duty. Ayatollah Shams al-Din claimed that the Imams had always
sacrificed their right to rule for the sake of preserving the sacred principle of
Islamic unity, concluding this chapter with an appeal to interested scholars, In
which he not only urged them to pay more attention to this subject but also

evaluate, revise and criticise his approach.?!

The previous approaches to this subject matter — in which Nadir Shah and Imam

Khomeini’s attempts had particularly seized the attention of scholars in the field

19 ibid, 44.
20 Ayatoliah Mohammad Mahdi Shams al-Din, a/-Tajdid 17 al-Fikr al-Islami al-Mu ‘asir (Beirut: Dar al-Manhal, 1997).
21 /bid, 155-77.
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while “Abbas Mirza and Khamina’1's were most likely unobserved — have mainly
focussed on the political dimension and totally overlooked the radical
developments in traditional Twelver ideology that were in one way or another
preceding or corresponding with those attempts. In fact, the repeated Iranian
calls for Islamic unity have been indisputably a later corollary for the rise of the
usali School of Thought in Iran in the 16™ century and the link between the two
should not be disregarded; the rise of the wsd/i School essentially aimed to put
an end to the deadly passiveness of /ntizar by practically politicizing the
jurisprudence of the Twelver Shi‘ism. Indeed, the wusuli ulama as the common
element in all attempts could have been the key stimulators of all the calls for
Islamic unity since such calls have been conducted recurrently by the Iranian
state regardless of the nature of the ruling regime. The wu/ama, on the one hand,
might have utilised the need for Islamic unity as a legitimate ploy to justify their
endeavours to maintain the political achievements and influential role that they
were granted under the Safavids; hence, the call for Islamic unity carried the
required legitimate cover for the newly rising regimes — a matter that
emphasises the need for the w/lama’s active participation to manage such a
religious issue. On the other hand, the efforts to jurisprudentially legitimize the
political role of the Twelver u/ama during the ghayba inevitably led to sparking
off the gradual but non-stop process of conceptual reconsiderations of the
traditional principles of Twelver Shi‘ism when a reformist tendency had targeted
several historical doctrines and several points of disputes that had isolated
Twelver Shi‘ism Islam from their Sunni counterparts were either virtually

overcome or became somehow diluted. This may have revived the hopes and

provoked the efforts to restore the lost unity.

1.3. AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

Consequently, the aim of the present study is to critically analyse the Iranian

calls for Islamic unity in the post-Safavid era within the simultaneous context of

| 1



the progressive political scheme of wsa/f Twelver Shi“ism. In addition, this study
aims to contextualise and analyse the various stages of this movement, including
the post-revolution version, in modern Iranian history and to provide biographical
accounts of the Iranian individuals that were the key-players in the Islamic
ecumenical efforts, Juhud al-Tagrib. Although biographies of some of them,
such as Nadir Shah, and Imam Khomeini, have already been published, they
have paid no attention to their contributions to the issue of Islamic unity that

had a noticeable impact in shaping their political careers. Furthermore, there are

no English biographical accounts of ‘Abbas Mirza Qajar and Ayatollah Khamina’i

dealing with their involvement in Islamic ecumenism.
In fulfilling these aims, the following objectives are developed:

(i) to provide conceptual definitions and analyses of the related historical

events and their theological and political sources;

(i) to provide a jurisprudential basis for the Shi‘ite involvement in the call for
Islamic unity according to the Imams’ traditions and their attitude

towards the de facto authority of their time, as the infallible Imams

gave priority to unity of the Muslim community over their divine right

for political leadership;

(iii) to critically discuss and analyse the four attempts to promote Islamic

unity in modern Iranian history within their historical, theological and

political contexts;

(iv) to evaluate the impact of these attempts in changing some of the
traditional concepts of Twelver Shi‘ism, such as the attitude towards
earthly authority and direct involvement in political affairs, which

eventually led to the development and later implementation of walayat

al-faghu.



1.4. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

As the aims state, this research attempts to answer a number of questions, such
as what are the authoritative sources in the jurisprudence of the Twelver Shi‘ism
that correspond to and claim the same position in the unity of the wmma
asserted in the abovementioned Qur’anic verses? Although the Shi ites
generally acknowledge the same holy Qur’an, they have their own
interpretations that differ from the Sunni ones for several Qur’anic verses. Why
could those authoritative sources have not been activated before the rise of the
Safavids or under their rule? In other words, had the Shi‘ites violated those
provisions when they committed themselves to quietness and adopted passive
behaviour towards the de facto state before the rise of the Safavids? Why have
the calls for Islamic unity been linked with Iran in the modern history of that
country? What could have been the permanent cause that provoked the
reiterated calls for Islamic unity? How could the call for Islamic unity most likely
become the point of agreement in the state’s political agenda in the post-
Safavid era despite the essential differences and changeable nature in political
orientation and religious ideology among the ruling regimes in this period? The
central and significant question of this study is could those calls for unity within
the Islamic umma methodologically and systematically be placed in the one
framework to compose a specific pattern that could reveal significant and as yet

undiscovered characteristics of modern Shi ' ism?

1.5. CONTRIBUTION AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
This study also intends to achieve important objectives. First of all, it is not only

the Western scholars who have neglected this topic; a survey of the Islamic and
Arabic libraries will reveal the lack of interest among Muslim scholars regarding
the efforts towards Islamic ecumenism in general and Iranian endeavors In

particular. It is hoped therefore that this research will shed light on this
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neglected but significant aspect of modern Iranian history in order to stimulate

other research in the field.

Abu al-Darda’ narrated that the Prophet said: “Do you want me to tell you what
has a better rank than prayer, fasting and charity? They [the Prophet’s
companions] said: yes. The Prophet then said: reconciliation among adversaries
( °Islah that al-Bayn)."* Hence, it is hoped that the analysis in this research
would help to remove the fears and suspicions that have been enveloping the
reaction of the Sunni world towards the Iranian calls for Islamic unity since the
fall of the Safavid state in the 18" century. Generally speaking, the Sunni
Muslims have received those invitations with a sceptical and distrustful attitude
since they believe that those calls carry a hidden agenda in which the Iranians’
primarily aim is to deploy Shi‘ism in the Sunni world and thus achieve political
and economical control within it. Presenting the motivations of these endeavors
within the context of a challenge within inner-Shi'ism and the political
relationship of the w/ama with the state would provide a better understanding to

the Sunni Muslims and hopefully subdue their doubts and panic.

1.6. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Accordingly, this study aims to individually analyze the four efforts to revive
Islamic unity that have been officially implemented by the Shi'i Iranian state. As
a result, this will be methodologically based on a descriptive approach and

historical analysis as the main means for the case study method employed.

Mitchell has defined case study as follows:

22 Sunan Abi Dawud, hadith no. 4921.
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In Its most basic form a case study may refer to the fundamental

descriptive material an observer has assembled by whatever means

available about some particular phenomenon or set of events.?

It is true that the period of time that separates these attempts are fairly long
especially the first three ones: Nadir Shah had ruled almost fifty years before
"Abbas Mirza’s time, while more than a century separates the latter from Imam
Khomeini’s era. However, it is not the intention of this study to meticulously and
chronologically cover the events of the century and a half in question but to track
the progress in Twelver Shi"ism ideology that might have directly impacted the
scheme of Islamic unity before independently scrutinizing each case in an
attempt to bridge the gap between all these efforts and in so doing attempt to
discover the pattern that might possibly accommodate them and which might
offer scholars a better understanding and highlight the unseen dimensions of the
situation. Mitchell, who categorized the method of case study into three types -
an apt illustration case study, social situation case study, and extended case
study - asserts that such an ongoing approach could be viable when he explains

the significance of the last type, the extended case study. This

...deals with a sequence of events; sometimes over quite a long
period...The extended case study enables the analyst to trace how events

chain on to one another, and therefore how events are necessarily linked

to one another through time.**

The descriptive methodology enables us to contextualize the study in the

wholeness of the mentioned cases, which is concerned with

23 ). Clyde Mitchell, “Case and Situation Analysis,” in edits. Roger Gomm, Martyn Hammersley and Peter Foster, Case
Study Methods (London: Sage Publication, 2000), 168.
24 /bid, 171.



conditions or relationships that exist; practices that prevail, beliefs, points
of views, or attitudes that are held; processes that are going on; effects
that are being felt; or trends that are developing. At times, descriptive
research is concerned with how what is or what exists is related to some
preceding event that has influenced or affected a present condition or

event.?

Thus, descriptive research fits well into the aims of this study, which is an
attempt to Interpret the historical events and their present consequences. The
analytical nature of this descriptive study is further substantiated by adopting an
exposition method, which aims at explaining and analyzing the cause and effect
or the meaning of an event or an idea. While the historical nature of the study is
demonstrated through analyzing the events in their own contexts - such as calls
for Islamic unity being located in their own historical context - exposition
provides an opportunity to explain and analyze the reasons and consequences of
such calls for Islamic unity within the wider context of modern Iranian history by

also looking into the cause and effects of the events mentioned.

The descriptive and exposition method enables us to interpret the events in their
natural settings. Thus, textual analysis of the historical events through an
interpretative method constitutes the main research method of this study. The
interpretative method is, hence, utilized to give meaning to the historical events
here by attempting to provide an interpretation of the accounts of other.® In
this, the mode of analysis is the textual material available on the subject matter.
In other words, textual material as the interpretations of the others is interpreted

with the objective of presenting the social (historical) reality within the context of

their present implications.

i —

25 Louis Cohen and Lauwrence Manion, Research Methods in Education (London: Routledge, 1994), 67.
26 Alan Bryman, Social Research Methods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

16



It I1s iImportant to also highlight the axiological consequences as part of the
research methodology, as it is necessary to point out that the present author is a
sunni Muslim and was raised in a community where the Salafi doctrine
dominates, with its preoccupied negative image of Shi‘ism as the sect of
infidelity and hypocrisy. This could have an inevitable influence on the author’s
opinion and analysis. However, the effects of the bias in question could be
controlled to some extent by the present author’s strong belief in the significance

and possibility of the revival of Islamic unity; this belief is excluded by the need

to activate realistic jurisprudence, figh al-wagi‘, in which Muslims should
acknowledge that the point of disagreement, imamate or caliphate and all its
pretenders, no longer exists while the recognition of the miserable political and
economical conditions of the Islamic uvmma, not to mention the sanctity of the

divine order, all impose the exigency for the revival of such a unity.

Indeed, an increasing concern has been developing during the conduct of this
research since the outbreak of the sectarian killings among Sunnis and Shi " ites
of Irag in 2006. The sectarian debates and controversy on the internet and
satellite TV channels have been gripping the attention of the author where each
fighting group referred to academic studies and articles in its efforts to support
its cause and justify its wrong doing. This alerted the author to the possibility
that others may utilize this study to validate sectarian enmity in the future which
will be a deviation from the original attention of the present researcher that
mainly aimed to present the significance of the concept of Islamic unity in the

development of Twelver usdf Shi‘ism.
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1.7. OUTLINE OF THE THESIS

This study consists of five chapters that are chronologically organised. The first
chapter will be dedicated to exploring the jurisprudential basis for the issue of
Islamic unity in Twelver Shi‘ism and will deal with the attitude of the infallible
Imams, mainly the first Imam, Ali ibn Abi Talib, toward the de facto authorities
of their time. This will be inevitable to emphasise the significance and exigency
of Islamic unity to Twelver Shi‘ism since the traditions of the Imams have been
considered authoritative by the consensus Twelver u/ama. Also, it will be a
suitable opportunity to correct some of the misinterpretations of the Imams’
positive behaviour towards the state that were commonly misconstrued as an
action of fagiyya (the concealment of the true belief) when the Imams’ actions

and sayings are placed in the context of maintaining the unity of Muslims.

Chapter 2 and chapter 3 are devoted to the efforts for Islamic unity under the
monarchical states. In the introduction to chapter 2 an attempt will be made to
sufficiently survey the provocative cause that paved the road to the surpassing of
the historical dilemma of the Twelver Shi ism, namely the doctrine of /ntizar and
motivated the rising of the wsdli school of Shi“ism under the Safavid dynasty in
which it played the most significant role in promoting the calls for Islamic unity in
the post-Safavid era as a response to the challenges which not only threatened
the wlama’s political influence in state affairs but also the sectarian identity of
Iran as well that was promoted by the Safavids. The rest of chapter 2 will focus

on Nadir Shah’s attempt to establish the Ja ‘fari Madhhab as the fifth school of

Islamic jurisprudence and the key role that the usdli ulama had played in it.

Chapter 3 is dedicated to the endeavours of "Abbas Mirza Qajar to promote
rapprochement with the Ottoman Empire. At this stage, the wusuli ulama

encountered a new challenge that was presented by the founding of the Qajar
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dynasty, when the w/ama employed the issue of Islamic unity as a means of
maintaining their political influence in state affairs and overcoming the reluctance
of the new Shah, Fath Ali, to recognize their authority. The w/ama found astray
in “Abbas Mirza who was facing several challenges to his legitimacy as a crown
prince. (It should be emphasised that part of this chapter is a modified summary
for a Masters thesis presented to the University of Texas at Austin, entitled “The

History of “Abbas Mirza Qajar” that has been updated and rewritten).

The following chapters will be dedicated to exploring the efforts to achieve
Islamic unity and the a/~Tagrib movement under the Islamic Republic, which
developed throughout two different periods. In the first period, the efforts to
revolutionarily revive Islamic unity dominated the Iranian political agenda and
discourse, energized and supported by the founder of the IR, Imam Khomeini
(1979-89). Therefore due to its significance, a survey of Imam Khomeini’s

political views and striving for Islamic unity will be approached in depth in

chapter 4.

The second period started when Khamina'i was elected in 1989 as Imam
Khomeini’s successor and the new Rahbar (Supreme-leader) of the IR of Iran.

From then on, the term a/-Tagrib replaced Islamic unity in Iranian political

discourse, and its endeavours no longer were random initiatives but become
centralised when the new leader established independent institutions to promote
and supervise al-Tagrib policies. Therefore, chapter 5 will be devoted to

exploring these institutions and investigating their aims and objectives.
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Chapter 2
BETWEEN THE ABSOLUTE RIGHT AND THE SACRED
DUTY: RECONSIDERATION OF THE IMAMS’
PRACTICE OF INTIZAR IN THE CONTEXT OF ISLAMIC
UNITY

2.1. INTRODUCTION

Unlike their Sunni brothers, the Twelver Shi‘ites deem the traditions and
narratives of their Twelve Imams infallible and absolutely authoritative. This
holiness and authoritativeness for their Imams which distinguished the Imamate
Shi‘ites from the vast majority of Muslims is based on two sacred principles.
First, the Shi'ites believe in the infallibility of ah/ al-Bayt (the Prophet, his
daughter Fatima, his cousin and son-in-law Ali ibn Abi Talib, and the sons of Ali
and Fatima, Hasan and Husayn), and this infallibility was inherited by the nine
following Imams after the incident a/-7aff (battle of Karbala) in which Imam
Husayn and a number of his family members and companions were Kkilled by the
army of the second Umayyad caliph, Yazid, on the 10" of Muharram 61 H.C/
October 10, 680 C.E. All the nine infallible Imams were derived from the
descendents of Imam Husayn. The Twelver Shi ites demonstrate the infallibility

of their Imams by invoking the Qur°an and the Prophet's traditions; verse 33 in

chapter 33 asserts

And stay quietly in your houses, and make not a dazzling display, like
that of the former Times of Ignorance; and establish regular Prayer, and

give reqular Charity, and obey Allah and His Messenger. And Allah only
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wishes to remove all abomination from you, ye members of the Family,

and to make you pure and spotless.?’

The term ah/ al-Bayt has been widely controversial not only among the Sunnis
and Shi " ites but also among the Sahaba (the Prophet's companions), for a group
of companions such as Abdullah ibn "Abbas and Ikrima believed it refers to the
Prophet’s wives because it is compatible with the context of the verse that talks
about the spouses of the Prophet, while other companions such as Umm Salama
(the Prophet’s wife), Umar ibn Abi Salama (the stepson of the Prophet), Abu
Sa '1d al-Khudari, Wathila ibn al-Asga’, Hakim ibn Sa’d and others affirmed that
the term AA/ al-Bayt meant Ali, Fatima, Hasan and Husayn; however, the
Shi “ites, who deny the former opinion and acknowledge the latter one, find the
support for this claim in several hadiths. For example, Abu Sa‘'id al-Khudari
narrated that the Prophet said: “This verse is aimed at five: myself, Ali, Hasan,

Husayn, and Fatima.”?® Also, Umar ibn Abi Salam3, the Prophet’s stepson,

narrated that

When the verse (Allah only desires to keep away the uncleanness from

you, O people of the House! and to give you a (thorough) purifying) was

revealed to the Prophet in the house of Umm Salama, the Prophet called

Fatima, Hasan and Husayn and covered them with a cloak along with Al
who was behind him: then the Prophet said: O God, these are the people
of my House, so keep away the uncleanness from them and purify them
with a thorough purifying. Umm Salama was witness; she then saia:

Shall 1 join them? The Prophet said: you are where you stand and you
will be benefited.”’

27 Abdullah Yusuf Ali, 7he Qur’ar. translation and commentary (Birmingham: Isiamic Propagation Center Intemational,

1946), 33:33.
28 Check the interpretation of the verse (33:33) in Mohammad ibn Janr al-Tabari's Jamv * al-Bayan ‘an Ta 'wil al-Qur an,

edits. Mahmiid and Mohammad Shakir (Cairo: Dar al-Ma arif, 1957).
29 Sunan al-Tarmathi, hadith no. 3129.



Second, the holy status of aA/ dl-Bayt is also confirmed by hadith al- Thagalayn in
which the Prophet placed apf al-Bayt in an equivalent position with the holy
Qur "an - the unique issue that has received the consensus of all Muslims as the
speech of God who promises to protect them from being corrupted by satanic

attractions- and who are tightly connected and equally designated to lead

Muslims to the path of the truth. The Prophet said in this hadith:

I left among you the two heavily weighted pillars;, each one is greater
than the other: Kitab Allah (the holy Qur’an), a stretched robe from
heaven to earth; and ‘itrati Ahlu Bayti (my descendents) that will never

be detached until they reach me at the pond (al-Hawd) [on the Day of
Judgement].*

Accordingly, the traditions of the Infallible Imams that include their sayings and
attitudes have been unanimously accepted by the Twelver Shi‘ites. However,
the Imams’ political attitude towards the de facto authorities of their times has
been widely accepted, outside the context of Islamic unity, by the Shi‘i and
Western scholars alike as an action of (tagiyya which resulted in the
establishment of inaccurate interpretations to the doctrine of /ntizar that failed to
recognize the developmental stages that this doctrine had passed through before
it finished with the concepts of quietness and passiveness in which the
exaggerating in the employment of /ntizar has exceeded its intended political
framework to dominate all aspects of life of the Twelver Shi‘ites after the
ghayba (the Occultation). For example, Hamid Algar dropped a hint for the
practice of such a tagiyya through which Twelver Shi‘ism refused to accept the
legitimacy of the state but still rejected any move against it since the time of the

infallible Imams - @ matter that continued in Iran during the Safavid regime and

survived in the post-Safavid era. He maintains:

30 Musnad Ahamad, vol. 3 hadith no. 10779; Imam Khomeini, Kitab Wasdya: Wasiyyat-I Namiy-i Siyasi “liahi, edit. Hujia*
al-Islam Thabih Allah Ali-Zada (Tehran: Intisharat Fardusi, 2002), 16.
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Moreover, both activist and quietist attitudes to prevailing authority could

be deduced from the Imami belief, but it is clear that the latter came
gradually to dominate the mainstream of Shi‘ism, leaving its trace also

on Safavid and post-Safavid Shi‘ism of Iran. Insofar, as any attitude to

the state and existing authority can be deduced from the teachings of

the Imams, its combines a denial of legitimacy with quietist patience and

abstention from action.3!

However, Algar's claim appears questionable due to the fact that the political
attitude of the newly established Usu/i School became a shifting paradigm in the
historical position of Twelver Shi‘ism towards the existing state in which the
Safavid w/arma had not only kept close ties with the state but were also actively
involved In the state’s affairs from the Safavid era onwards. Indeed, the usal
ulama had striven to preserve their direct involvement in state polity and their
representation was frequently recorded in the major political events from the fall
of the Safavids. This could be deemed as a clear retreat from the principle of
intizar (the waiting for the return of the Twelfth Imam, the Mahdi, to set up a
legitimate and lawful government), a principle that had been dominating the
behavior of traditional Twelver Shi‘ism since a/-Ghayba al-Kubra (the greater

occultation of the Mahdi in 326 H.). For that reason, Turner raises the question:

How can belief in the article of Twelver Shi‘ite faith known as /ntizar,
according to which there is no just rule save that of the Hidden Imam, be
reconciled with the existence of the current Islamic regime in Iran or, for

that matter, any Islamic government obtaining before the awaited return

of Muhammad b. Hasan al- ‘ Askari?**

31 Hamid Algar, Religion and state in Iran 1785-1906. the role of the ulama in the Qajar period (Berkeley: Univers:ty o

CAlifornia Press, 1969), 2.
32 Colin Turner, “Still Waiting for the Imam? The Unresolved Question of Intizar in Twelver Shi‘ism,” Persica XV {1993-

1995), 30.
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Turner continued the questioning of the authenticity of the Safavid Twelver
Shi“ism inclination to the doctrine of Intizar and criticizing the contradiction
between the traditions of the Imams regarding the attitude toward the usurping
rulers which were supposedly composed the basis for the faith of the Twelver
Shi“ism on one hand and the actual behavior of the w/ama in Iran towards the
de facto authority since the rise of Safavids until the present on the other hand.

He argues.

Self-preservation in the face of oppression from an alien majority, the
practice of fagiyya in all circumstances, patient submission to the will of
God and hope in the imminent return of the Imam - all of these may
have been pertinent to the Shi‘ite community during the life time of the
Imams; however, this kind of /imtihan is difficult to reconcile with the
conditions obtaining in Safavid Iran, where the Twelver Shi‘ites were no
longer a minority, where (agiyya had been rendered theoretically
unnecessary, and where belief in the return of an Imam would obliterate
iInjustice and tyranny sat uneasily alongside the notion that the Safavid
rulers were a reflection of the Divine. The /imtihdn remained,
nevertheless, a component of /ntizar and thus an article of the Twelver

Shi‘ite faith, despite the fact that its preconditions had been altered

drastically.?

In fact, Turner’s inquiry is legitimate for the conspicuous contradictions in the

attitude of Twelver Shi‘“ism in Iran in which the traditional jurisprudential base
warned believers against neither taking part in anti-state activities nor interacting

with the de facto authority — instead they should always aim for passiveness and

quietness. Yet the virtual and heavy involvement of the w/ama of Twelver
Shi‘ism in the state polity under the Safavids and afterwards reflects an opposite
implementation for such a base — underlining the necessity for reconsideration of

the Imam’s traditions of /ntizar by placing them in the context of the Imams’

33 /bid, 33.



efforts to fulfill their sacred duty of preserving the unity of the Islamic umma; as
this would not only provide a better interpretation for these traditions that might
not only remove the confusing clashes between the theory and its
implementation but also assert the importance given by the Imams to the issue
of Islamic unity. In addition, it would be an inevitable approach to
understanding the reformation and development in the political ideology of
Twelver Shi‘ism that was ignited by the rise of the Usuli School of jurisprudence

under the Safavid rule that activated the jitihad (independent legal opinion).

However, It seems necessary to emphasize that the probability of the practice of
tagiyya (concealing the genuine belief) should be excluded due to its inflated
consideration that possibly caused the creation of such a current misleading and
Inconsistency in the Imams’ traditions in the first place; for that reason, Ayatollah
Mohammad Mahdi Shams al-Din urged scholars to re-examine the practice of
tagiyya excluded from the Imams’ political attitude when he opposed the
hyperbolic employment of tagiyya in interpretation for the attitude of the
infallible Imams’ and their followers towards the existing authority that he placed
within the framework of preserving the sacred unity of the Islamic umma; he
merely deemed the Imams’ behavior a reflection of their legal duty in which they

always favored the unity of the Islamic umma over any other consideration. He

urges:

..the careful examination for the narratives that deals with the
organization of the political issues for the Islamic society among which
the narratives of tagiyya, the dealing and working with the usurpers
certainly lead the faqgih to the fact that the Imams had the unity of the
nation over any other consideration. As well, the supplications of the

Imams that were well-documented such as a/-Sahifa al-Sajadiyya express
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the same position and orientation of the fallible Imams on a theoretical

and practical level.*

In view of that and in response to the call of Ayatollah Mohammad Mahdi Shams
al-Din, this chapter is an attempt to survey the traditions of the infallible Imams
that might reveal their attitude towards the de facto state and re-read them in
the context of Islamic unity and outside the scope of the alleged tagiyya in which
they would not only provide a better interpretation for the change in the political
behavior of Twelver Shi‘ism but also offer more understanding of the

jurisprudential basis on which frequent involvement of the wsali ulama in the

calls for Islamic unity might stand.

2.2. IMAM ALI AND THE RASHDI CALIPHS

The significance of the unity of the Muslim umma for Imam Ali could be drawn
from his relationship with the actual authority of his time which was symbolized
by the first three caliphs. Such a relationship could be possibly revealed by what
we have received from his sermons, letters and sayings which were collected by
al-Sharif al-Radi in a work entitled Nahj al-baldgha.>> Fortunately, while the
authenticity of this source is unquestionable by the Shi'ites is also widely
acceptable to Sunnis. For that reason, this source will be exclusively approached

to highlight the Imam’s attitude towards the state.

Ali ibn Abi Talib, the first of the twelve Imams according to Twelver Shiism, was

the cousin of the Prophet, and he was raised by the Prophet himself. He was the

34 Ayatollah Mohammad Mahdi Shamsu-Din, “al-Wahda wa al-Imama,” in a/-7a;did 7 al-fikr al-Islami al-Mu “asir (Beirut:

Dar al-Manhal, 1997), 175.
35 Imam Ali, Nahj al-Balagha: sermons, letters and sayings, trans. Syed Ali Raza, vol. 1, 2 (Qum: Ansanyan Publications,

2007).
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second to accept the call of Islam after Khadija, the Prophet’s wife. Also, he
Jeopardized his life for the Prophet when he replaced the Prophet and stayed in
his bed to trick the infidels of Quraysh and provide the opportunity for the

Prophet and his companion, Abu Bakr, to flee from Mecca to Medina. After he
migrated to Medina, he became the Prophet’s son-in-law when he got married to

Fatima, the Prophet’'s youngest daughter. The virtues of Imam Ali were

innumerable and undeniable and that made him an eligible successor to the

Prophet in leading the Islamic community. Indeed, Imam Ali himself believed
that he was the one eligible to succeed the Prophet; that was obvious from his

reaction when he heard the news of what had happened in the meeting of
Sagqifat bani Saida, held Immediately after the death of the prophet in which a

debate intensified between a/-Muhgjirin (the immigrants) and a/l-Ansar (the

supporters) over who had the right to succession which resulted in a pledged

allegiance for Abu Bakr to be the successor of the Prophet. Imam Ali, in sermon
6/, stated:

He enquired what the Ansar said. People said that they were asking for
one chief from among them and one from the others . Amir al-muminin
said: Why did you not argue against them (ansar) that the Prophet had
left his will that whoever is good among [the] ansar should be treated
well and whoever is bad should be forgiven . People said: What is there
against them in it ? Amir al-muminin said: If the Government was for
them, there should have been no will in their favour. Then he said: What
did the Quraysh plead? People said: They argued that they belong to the

lineal tree of the Prophet. Then Amir al-muminin said: They argued with
the tree but spoiled the fruits.”

On another occasion, Imam Ali clearly declared his god-given right to the

leadership of the Muslim community when he emphasized in sermon 144:

36 /bid, 253-54.



Where are those who falsely and unjustly claimed that they are deeply
versed in knowledge, as against us, although Allah raised us in [to a
high] position and kept them down, bestowed upon us knowledge but
deprived them [of it], and entered us (in the fortress of knowledge) but
kept them out. With us guidance is to be sought and blindness (of
misguidance) is to be changed into brightness. Surely [the] Imams
(divine leaders) will be from the Quraysh. They have been planted in

this line through Hashim. It would not suit others nor would others be

suitable as heads of affairs.?’

Despite the fact that Imam Ali had refrained from swearing allegiance to Abu
Bakr for six months®® although the latter had received the loyalty of the majority
of the Muslim community, he refused the offer of his uncle al-‘Abbas ibn Abdul
al-Muttalib and Abu Sufyan ibn Harb to swear allegiance for him and challenge
the legitimacy of Abu Bakr. Indeed, he considered Abu Sufyan’s
recommendation as a sort of sedition among Muslims, so he warned his

adherents from drifting towards such an action and maintained in sermon 5:

O People! Steer clear [of] through the waves of mischief by boat of
deliverance, turn away from the path of dissention and put off the
crowns of pride. Prosperous is [the] one who rises with wings (i.e. when
he has power) or else he remains peaceful and other enjoy ease. It (i.e.
the aspiration for Caliphate) is like turbid water or like a morsel that
would suffocate the person who swallows it. One who plucks fruits

before ripening is like one who [has] cultivated in another’s field.”
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such an attitude by Imam Ali was required for the supreme interests of the
newly-established Islamic state that was facing unprecedented difficulties after
the death of the Prophet, when the majority of the Arab tribes renounced Islam,
which meant the new Caliph had to mobilize the Muslim armies and engaged

with these tribes in several wars before he successfully subdued the rebelling

tribes to the rule of the Islamic state 4°

Abu Bakr on his deathbed nominated Umar ibn al-Khattab to succeed him. After
the death of the first caliph, Imam Ali continued to favor the sacred unity of the
Muslim community over his own right to leadership, so he was among the first
group of companions to swear allegiance to the new caliph. In fact, Imam Al
played an active administrative role during Umar’s caliphate in which he likely
became the de facto wazir (minister) and trusted consultant for the second
caliph. For instance, Umar appointed Imam Ali as his vice for ruling Medina, the
capital city of the new Islamic state, when the former travelled to Jerusalem to

L This turned out to be a suitable

sign the pact for the city’s surrender.’
opportunity for the Imam to seize power and retrieve his usurped right to rule;
however, he consciously let it pass as usual just to preserve the solidarity of
Islamic state, passing through a crucial period when the armies of the believers

were confronting the banners of infidels on both the Eastern and Western fronts.

On another occasion, Imam Ali had the chance to get rid of Umar when the latter
consulted him about joining the Muslim army that was conducting a campaign

against the Byzantine Empire in Syria. Imam Ali protested against the caliph’s
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Intention foreseeing dangerous consequences for the future of the Islamic state.
In sermon 134 he stated:

Allah has taken upon Himself for the followers of this religion the
strengthening of boundaries and hiding of the secret places. Allah
helped them when they were few [in number] and could not protect
themselves. He is living and will not die. If you will yourself proceed
towards the enemy and clash with them and fall into some trouble, there
will be no place of refuge for the Muslims other than their remote cities,
nor any place they would return to. Therefore, you should send there an
experienced man and send with him people of good performance who
are well-intentioned. If Allah grants you victory, then this is what you

want. If it is otherwise, you would serve as a support for the people and

a returning place for the Muslims.*?

Imam Ali wasted another opportunity to regain the leadership by supporting the
Caliph’s intention to participate in the war against the enemies of Islam, but he
held the same position and re-emphasized his objection to such a tendency; the
second caliph, Umar ibn al-Khattab, was concerned about the numbers in the
army that was preparing to campaign on the Persian front and sought the
Imam’s advice in taking part in this army. Imam Ali's advice revealed great
talent in military techniques and, more importantly, a keenness in protecting the

caliph’s life. He demonstrated this in sermon 146:

The position of the head of government is that of the thread for beads,
as it connects them and keeps them together. If the thread is broken,
they will disperse and be lost, and will never come together again...Avoid
battle, because if you leave this place the Arabs will attack you from all
sides and directions till the unguarded places left behind by you will

become more important than those before you. If the Persians see you
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tomorrow they will say, "He is the root (chief) of Arabia. If we do away
with him we will be [live] in peace.” In this way this will [thus] heighten
their eagerness against you and their keenness to aim at you. You say
that they have set out to fight against Muslims. Well, Allah detests their

setting out more than you do, and He is more capable of preventing
what He detests.®

Imam Ali’s contributions as a loyal advisor and mentor for the leadership of the

Islamic state were appreciated by the Caliph who publicly admitted his inability

to solve several issues without the assistance of Imam Ali Umar said: “Had there

not been Ali, Umar would have perished.”**

Perhaps the best evidence for the significance of the unity of the Islamic umma
to Imam Ali was noticed after the election of Uthman who was nominated by the
shura - a group of six companions were selected by the dying Caliph to choose
one among them for the position of the caliphate - to s<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>