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ABSTRACT: 

 This thesis surveys the manner in which the popular Imami Shi'ism of northern India and 

Pakistan construes its martyrs, prophets, and Imams as figures with real power to intervene in 

worldly affairs. The three primary sections contained herein deal with the mechanisms by which 

divine intervention is solicited and received through the agency of the twelve Imams, martyrs of 

Karbala, and prophets, as well as the cosmological implications of the attribution of a capacity 

for intervention to these figures. What is ultimately provided is a characterization of the popular 

Shi'ism that is practiced in South Asia, and a treatment of how and why it differs from the more 

"international" Shi'ism propagated by the religious establishment in the shrine cities of Iraq and 

Iran. 

 Most of the information contained in this thesis comes from three primary sources: the 

author's own fieldwork in Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh, conducted over the course of two summers, a 

collection of letters originally published in 1832, providing an account of religious life in 

Lucknow under the nawabs of Awadh, and a series of propaganda books published by a Karachi-

based Islamic trust in the 1970's. 



Michael Paparozzi 
Reach Me, My Imam! 

2 

 

CONTENTS 
 

1.1 Introduction (3) 

1.2 Geographical Area (4 - 5) 

1.3 Overview (5 - 7) 

 

2.0 The Cult of 'Abbas 'Alamdar (7 - 8) 

2.1 The Shrine of 'Abbas (8 - 10) 

2.2 'Abbas and the Shopkeeper: an Ordinary Miracle (11 - 12) 

2.3 The Nazr of Sa'adat 'Ali Khan (12 - 14) 

2.4 Hazrat 'Abbas in Iran: Guarantor of Oaths and Master of Padlocks (14 - 15) 

2.5 'Abbas 'Alamdar: Martyr, Healer, Saint (15 - 19) 

 

3.0 Imams and Prophets: Servants of the Umma (19 - 20) 

3.1 Bāb al-Havāij: The Miracles of Musa al-Kazim and the Acts of Hazrat 'Ali (20 - 24) 

3.2 Hasan al-Askari's Procession (24 - 26) 

3.3 The Prayer of Ja'far al-Sadiq (26 - 29) 

3.4 Imam Mahdi: Master of Beasts, Enemy of Counterfeiters (29 - 32) 

3.5 The Continued Adventures of the Prophet Khizr (32 - 33) 

3.6 A Duty to Perform Miracles: The Imams as Priests (34 - 37) 

 

4.0 Muhammad ibn Hasan: Lord of the Jazīrà-yi Khizr (37) 

4.1 Imam Mahdi: Reach Me! - Finding the Hidden Imam (37 - 40) 

4.2 Politics of the Hidden Imam  (40 - 44) 

4.3 The Legend of the Island of Khizr (44 - 46) 

4.4 Covert Operations: The Acts of the Mahdi in Iran (46 - 48) 

4.5 Seeing the Invisible (48 - 52) 

 

5.0 An Organic Religion (52 - 55) 

 

Appendix A: Acknowledgements (56 - 57) 

Appendix B: Transliterations (58 - 60) 

Appendix C: Glossary (61 - 62) 

Appendix D: Works Cited (63 - 65)  



Michael Paparozzi 
Reach Me, My Imam! 

3 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

 Before Iran's 1979 revolution, western scholarship had exerted relatively little energy in 

the study of the religious convictions of an estimated ten percent of the world's Muslim 

population (Halm 2004, vii). Naturally, following the advent of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 

western interest in Shi'ism exploded. To use the words of one of the twentieth century's greatest 

Shi'a ideologues, the religion represents an ideology "that embrace[s] every dimension of human 

life and thought" (Shari'ati 1980, 65), therefore making it an appropriate object of study for 

anyone seeking to understand the motivations of an actor like the Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah 

Mousavi Khomeini, or the underpinnings of a political system like the one that he helped to 

establish in Iran. Shi'ism touches every aspect of the believer's life, as is characteristic of Islam in 

all of its forms. The tenets of the religion do not merely govern how one prays, or how one 

absolves one's self before prayer, but they also color the manner in which people interact with 

others, and the manner in which they ascribe certain causes and effects to things that they might 

observe in history, or in the natural world. 

 This being said, a considerable portion of the work done on Shi'ism since 1979 has been 

concerned primarily with issues of history, law, politics, and how the course of history has 

managed to produce what I refer to as 'high Shi'ism'-- that is, the religion of the ayatollahs, 

promulgated from the pulpits of Qom, or the shrines of Karbala and Najaf. In addition to this, 

another main theme of western scholarship on Shi'ism has been those aspects of the religion that 

are most outwardly apparent, most striking to the observer. The rites of Muharram, especially, 

have been examined in great detail, and the rituals of every Shi'a community from the remotest 

corner of Ladakh to where the Missouri meets the Mississippi at St. Louis. 

 What has not been so widely discussed in western sources is how Imami Shi'ism 

constitutes a cohesive system that affects the lives and mentalities of ordinary believers who 

await the return of Sāhib-i Zamān, the Lord of the Age. There are those with no authority, those 

with no special religious training who regard the Hidden Imam not only as the one who will 

return to "deal with the Arabs and the Quraysh only by the sword" (Hussain 1989, 19), but as a 

friend and an advocate who, even from within his ghaybat hālat
1
, acts always in the interests of 

the faithful. There are those who regard Imam Musa al-Kazim not only as a source of law, and a 

possessor of esoteric knowledge of the Qur'an, but as bāb al-havāij
2
, the one through whom 

problems are resolved (Paparozzi 2013). For many, Imams, prophets, and members of the family 

of the Prophet are regarded both as possessing real power to influence worldly affairs, and as 

having a predilection for direct intervention in a believer's personal dealings. 

 What I intend to present here is a treatment of the relationship between the faithful and 

those holy men and women whose influence is felt in every aspect of daily life. I will focus 

primarily on the north Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, where events like the assassination of John 

F. Kennedy are read as signs of the imminent return of the Mahdi, and victory in court is 

attributed to Imam Hasan al-Askari (Paparozzi 2012). The people of northern India and Pakistan 

harbor certain beliefs about those whom they have chosen to recognize as intercessors which 

clearly inform their worldviews, and lend a distinctive character to popular Shi'ism in South 

Asia. My aim is to ultimately present a treatment of the popular Shi'ism that I have seen 

practiced in Lucknow, and offer some analysis as to how and why the unique beliefs that 

characterize it are significant. 
                                                           
1
 Urdu: غيبت حالت "hidden condition", referring to the ghayba (occultation) of the twelfth Imam. 

2
 An Urdu assimilation of Arabic باب الحوائج  
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1.2 Geographical Area 
 

 Twelver Shi'ism is sometimes incorrectly regarded as something of a monolith. Although, 

in theory, the ordinary believer is expected to be mindful of the religious and judicial opinions of 

a handful of the most learned scholars of his age, the whole of Shi'a practice is certainly not 

predicated on the leanings of the most high ranking 'ulama. As this paper progresses, it will 

become apparent that the 'ulama seem to play a negligible role in affecting religious change, at 

least at a popular level. In fact, there shall be discussed a few instances in which the 'ulama 

initially oppose a popular innovation, then attempt to monopolize it. 

 Some have also taken to viewing Shi'ism as a transnational phenomenon, given the 

historical movement of students and pilgrims from all corners of the Muslim world between the 

shrine cities of Iran and Iraq. One might be forgiven for imagining Najaf, Karbala, Samarra, 

Qom, and Mashhad as constituting some sort of Shi'a holy land. However, the importance of this 

region in the religious and intellectual history of the Imami community does not justify its being 

viewed as the center of the Shi'a universe, from which knowledge and innovation emanates 

outwards to the peripheries. Nor should the scholarly activity associated with the institutions of 

this region be taken as being indicative of the character of Shi'ism on a global scale. In viewing 

the religion as "a web of clerical and institutional connections... unconstrained by international 

borders" (Jones 2012, 17), one runs the risk of both overstating the influence that "Shi'a 

international" (Jones 2012, 17) exerts on the lives of individuals outside of the religious 

establishment, and overlooking the contributions that these same people have made to religious 

life in their communities. 

 In reality, the religious convictions of a weaver in Gorakhpur, or even of the 

groundskeeper at a mosque in Lucknow, are radically different from those of a shopkeeper in 

Beirut, or a Loristani shepherd. Even those who are students in the madrasa, or who sit on the 

vaqf board of the local imāmbāɽà
3
 gain much of their religious knowledge from their families, 

friends, and neighbors. Amongst those who eventually find their own place within Shi'ism's 

loose hierarchy of jurists and scholars, an education in hadith, tafsir, ijtihad, and the opinions of 

the great ayatollahs does not totally erase what one learned about the Imams when one was a 

child in Rasulabad, or Barabanki, or some other place far removed from "Shi'a international". 

 For this reason, I have chosen to focus on Shi'ism as it is popularly practiced in northern 

India and southern Pakistan. As has been alluded to, the people of this part of South Asia 

entertain very specific notions about their places in the universe, and their personal relationships 

with God and their Imams that, I argue, are endemic to the region, and reflective of the mentality 

of its people.  

 Much of what will be reported here is drawn from three primary sources. A significant 

amount of the information contained herein is the product of fieldwork conducted over two 

summers in Lucknow, the capital of the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, and the former capital of 

India's greatest Shi'a polity, the princely state of Awadh. The University of Arizona's Dr. Anne 

Betteridge, an expert on popular religion in Iran, was also consulted as an authority on parallel 

phenomena outside of India. At the end of this paper, Appendix A can be consulted for more 

information on my respondents in Lucknow. Following Appendix A are appendixes B and C, 

which contain notes on the system of transliteration used in this paper, and a glossary of foreign 

terms, respectively. 
                                                           
3
 Urdu: امام باڑه "Imam house", a building used for communal functions such as weddings, funerals, and majlises 

(sermons commemorating the lives, virtues, and sacrifices of the twelve Imams). 
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 The other two primary sources are books. Observations on the Mussalmauns of India 

(cited as Ali 1917) is a collection of letters, originally published in 1832, written by one Mrs. Mir 

Hasan Ali, the English wife of a Lucknowi aristocrat, who resided in Lucknow during the early 

19th century, near the height of Awadhi power. In addition to Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali's letters, I have 

also consulted a series of biographies of the twelve Imams, the Prophet Muhammad, and his 

daughter, Fatima, published by the Karachi-based Peermahomed Ebrahim Trust in 1975. These 

books can best be described as Shi'i propaganda, and as such, they are excellent representations 

of a very partisan, polemical view of what the Shi'a call the Fourteen Infallible Ones. As per the 

publisher's own admission, the books were produced and sold at a loss in order to disseminate 

information on the Shi'a creed, and provide people with a wholesome, educational alternative to 

the "pornographic" and "anti-social" books that were apparently so popular in Pakistan in the 

70's. Through reference to these three primary sources, and a number of secondary sources, a 

clear picture will be presented of the manner by which many of Shi'ism's most important figures 

are ascribed the capacity to directly affect the daily lives of believers. In Lucknow, Imams, 

prophets, and martyrs are all close at hand-- perhaps closer to the people than they are anywhere 

else in the world. 

 

1.3 Overview 

 

 This paper is composed of three primary sections in which three different aspects of 

South Asian popular Shi'ism are examined. The first deals with the popular veneration of Hazrat 

'Abbas ibn 'Ali, the second with various miracles ascribed to the twelve Imams, and the third 

with how the Hidden Imam is popularly perceived as a force with real power to influence 

worldly affairs. Before I begin the discussion of 'Abbas, I will offer a brief description of Uttar 

Pradesh, its people, and its history as it pertains to the present topic. I will also share an anecdote 

that I believe to be very much indicative of the overall mentality of the Shi'a of India in 

approaching the veneration of those figures believed to be possessed of the ability to intervene in 

one's personal affairs-- a category of individuals to whom I have given the name of 

'intercessors'.
4
 

 One afternoon, at the close of Uttar Pradesh's rainy season, I sat in a small room on Wazir 

Hasan Road, just south of the Gomti River in what has become the geographic center of the new 

Lucknow. I was, at this time, studying at the American Institute of Indian Studies on a 

scholarship from the United States Department of State. The money from this scholarship had, 

amongst other things, allowed for the school to hire a "peer tutor" for me-- someone from the 

local community with whom I could practice my Urdu twice a week. This peer tutor of mine, 

who I will refer to by the pseudonym "Muhammad", had been a student at a Sunni university in 

Lucknow, and was rather involved with this religious community. 

 However, after two months in the city, and after his having learned of my interest in 

Shi'ism, he revealed to me his secret: in his youth, he had developed Shi'a leanings, which he had 

kept concealed from his ardently Sunni family and colleagues for nearly two decades. In telling 

me the story of how he had arrived at the conclusion that Shi'ism was, in his words, a "bahut 

practical mazhab"
5
, he said something to me that would turn my conception of Imami 

cosmology on its head. So that I might understand why he held the position that Shi'a beliefs 

                                                           
4
 It is worth noting that, although the Shi'a do frequently attribute acts of intervention to the agency of certain Sufi 

saints, these men will not be discussed here. 
5
 Urdu: "a very practical religion" 
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were more "practical" than those of his former sect, he spoke in very simple Urdu, and taking out 

his cellular phone, said: This is my phone. If you call me, and I am here, I will answer. In the 

same way, he [the Hidden Imam] will answer when you call. 

 I found this polemic to conflict with everything that I had been taught about the Greater 

Occultation of the Mahdi. In Muhammad's view, he was not some distant, unreachable figure 

whose only function was to bring about the restoration of the true Islam of the Prophet. Rather, 

to him, and to many of the Shi'a of India and Pakistan, the Hidden Imam served as something of 

an intermediary in his personal relationship with God. The Mahdi, he explained to me, was not 

only very much present in the world, but also willing to work tirelessly as an advocate of the 

interests of the believer before God. Learning this led me to take a new perspective on the 

religion of the party of 'Ali-- and it ultimately lead me to discover that, in the Indian 

subcontinent, the twelfth Imam is a leader who actively leads those who follow him. He, and the 

others to whom such powers are ascribed, is effective in aiding the believer in tackling the 

daunting task that is the navigation and maintenance of one's relationship with providence. 

 This, I find, works well to describe the manner in which the Shi'a of India regard their 

intercessors. Shi'ism is a "practical" religion because it provides the faithful with staunch allies in 

their struggles against sickness, poverty, oppression, or even frustration in business or love. 

Moreover, the acts attributed to these intercessors demonstrate the manner in which the 

cosmological role of figures like the Hidden Imam and the prophet Khizr
6
 in the popular religion 

of the Indian subcontinent differs from the role ascribed to them in other forms of Shi'ism. 

Muhammad's argument for the practicality of Shi'ism is also a good place from which to begin 

the examination of the role that those who sit and wait to answer their phones play in the lives of 

the ordinary people of this relatively small region. 

 Of course, Uttar Pradesh is only 'relatively small' when compared to the sheer 

geographical size and population of the Republic of India as a whole. Even when considered on 

this scale, there is nothing inconsequential about the state. According to the 2011 Indian census, 

Uttar Pradesh is the country's most populous subdivision, with a total population of nearly 200 

million. The state also sends 80 representatives to the Lok Sabha-- the single largest contingency 

of representatives in the lower house of India's parliament (Government of Uttar Pradesh 2013). 

 In the history of Shi'ism, the region comprising modern Uttar Pradesh is of the utmost 

importance, as its eastern half comprised the princely state of Awadh, which, from 1722 to 1856 

(Jones 2012, 1), was ruled by a family of Shi'i seyyids claiming descent from Imam Musa al-

Kazim
7
 (Paparozzi 2012) and ruling, theoretically, on behalf of the Mughal emperor. The 

navābs
8
 of Awadh would become great patrons of Shi'ism in all of its forms, providing monetary 

support to both the 'ulama and "unlettered mystics" (Cole 1988, 62). Especially after the Mughal 

conquest of southern India, which brought about the collapse of a number of Shi'i states 

established in the 16th century (Cole 1988, 22), Shi'i scholars, soldiers, physicians, and other 

professionals flocked to the Awadhi capital from all quarters of India. 

                                                           
6
 Arabic: خضر - See footnote 7 

7
 Arabic: موسٰى الكاظم - Urdu and Persian lack MSA's pharyngealized voiced alveolar fricative (ظ). Loans containing 

this sound are realized with a voiced alveolar fricative /z/. The Imam is also sometimes called "Musa Kazmi" in 

Urdu. 
8
 Urdu: نواب - the title given to the rulers of some princely states by the Mughal emperors. Cf. Urdu نائب "deputy, 

vice-". Conventionally spelled as "nawab", the forms "nawab" and "nawabi" (adjective) appear in non-Italics 

throughout this paper. 
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 After the British annexed 

Awadh in 1856 (Jones, 2), local 

'ulama experienced great difficulty 

in finding continued patronage for 

their work. However, by the end of 

the 19th century, the Shi'a 

community managed to revitalize 

itself. An indigenous 'ulama arose, 

and many new seminaries, mosques, 

and imāmbāɽàs were constructed 

through the patronage of a newly 

affluent class of Shi'i notables, 

creating the conditions necessary 

for what Justin Jones has called 

"marketplace Shi'ism" (Jones 2012, 

74). With the partition of India in 

1947, many Shi'i families left 

northern India and settled in Pakistan. The city of Karachi, in fact, is well known for its large 

population of Shi'i muhājirs
9
, or immigrant families with roots in what is now India. 

 Today, the Shi'a of Uttar Pradesh reside both in urban and rural areas. In large cities such 

as Lucknow, Faizabad, and Varanasi, many of the Shi'a make their homes in Muslim majority 

areas. These neighborhoods may be further subdivided, sometimes along sectarian lines. There 

are also significant Shi'a populations in the many rural qasbàs
10

 that dot the central and eastern 

portions of the state. Although they are now a small minority in most places in Uttar Pradesh, 

some prominent members of the state's Shi'a community are optimistic about the continued 

perseverance of their distinctive identity and culture. According to Mir Ja'far Abdullah, a 

prominent Lucknowi socialite and pretender to the throne of Awadh, in recent years, young 

Lucknowi Shi'ites have shown a markedly increased interest in their religion and in the culture of 

their forbearers (Paparozzi 2012). 

 In modern India, as well as in modern Pakistan, Shi'ism continues to be a religion backed 

by a vibrant history, and possessed of a certain vitality that the tribulations of life in modern 

South Asia have not managed to obliterate. In fact, Shi'ism, being the "practical" religion that it 

is, has adapted to fit the needs of the people of the world's largest democracy, and its diverse, yet 

deeply religious, neighbor to the west. What I intend to argue in the sections that follow is that 

important aspects of Imami cosmology have diverged from the more orthodox Shi'ism of the 

'ulama in response to the challenges of life in the Indian subcontinent. South Asian popular 

Shi'ism reflects, in many ways, a characteristically South Asian attitude towards the respective 

places of man and God in the universe.  

 

2.0 The Cult of 'Abbas 'Alamdar
11

 

 

 'Abbas ibn 'Ali was the son of 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, the cousin and son-in-law of the 

Prophet Muhammad, through a wife of his known simply as Umm al-'Abās
12

 in Urdu (Paparozzi 

                                                           
9
 Urdu: مہاجر "migrant" 

10
 Urdu: قصبہ "town". 'Qasbas' are distinct from villages in that they tend to be more densely populated. 

11
 Urdu: عباس علمدار "Abbas the flag-bearer", a name sometimes used in Urdu for Hazrat 'Abbas ibn 'Ali. 

Lucknow's Choʈā Imāmbāɽà, built before annexation. (Author's photo) 
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2013). 'Abbas was present at the Battle of Karbala, during which he was responsible for carrying 

Imam Hussein's standard. Replicas of the standard of 'Abbas, called 'alams
13

 in Urdu, are an 

important symbol of Shi'ism in India and Pakistan today. They are often removed from the home 

during the first ten days of Muharram, and brought to a local mosque or imāmbāɽà to be blessed-

- in Lucknow, this is traditionally done on the fifth day of the month (Ali 1917, 38). The story of 

'Abbas' martyrdom is very well known amongst the Shi'a, and the ways in which he suffered at 

Karbala have certainly informed how he is venerated in Lucknow. 

 In most traditional accounts of the battle, including those provided in the famous Urdu 

marsīyà
14

 of the Lucknowi poets Mir Anis and Dabir, the Battle of Karbala is for the most part 

portrayed less as a battle and more as a series of individual acts of heroism. Many of the martyrs 

of Karbala rode into battle alone or in small groups, fought heroically, and met their deaths one 

by one. The martyrdom of 'Abbas conforms to this paradigm-- after helping Imam Hussein 

remove the bodies of his nephews, Aun and Muhammad, aged ten and nine, respectively (Ali 

2009, 200), 'Abbas sought the Imam's permission to enter the battle himself, abandoning his post 

as standard bearer. The Imam acceded, on the condition that his half-brother make a charge for 

the Euphrates River in order to return with water with which to quench the crippling thirst of 

Hussein and his companions. 

 The events that followed are amongst the most striking events to occur during one of 

Islamic history's most consequential battles. 'Abbas, mounting his horse, managed to break 

through the Umayyad line. Having reached the river, he filled his water skin, moved to drink 

from the river himself, and then thought better of it, exclaiming: "Ah! When my Lord, the Holy 

Imam and his innocent children are thirsty, how can Abbas taste this water" (Ali 2009, 201). 

After collecting the water, he made to return to the Imam's camp, but an ambush was waiting for 

him. 'Abbas was accosted by Umayyad soldiers, but he managed to repel his attackers, losing an 

arm in the process. The details of what happened next vary slightly between sources. Some 

report that another detachment of Umayyad soldiers came and attacked 'Abbas, and that he fell 

during the course of the struggle beside the Euphrates (Ali 2009, 201), while others offer a 

slightly more dramatic account in which an arrow pierces 'Abbas' water skin, spilling its contents 

on the ground, only moments before a second arrow buries itself in his forehead (Al-Khafaji 

2013). However, all agree that 'Abbas lost his remaining arm during the course of the second 

assault, and that he died, armless, beside the standard of Hussein, thusly securing his place in the 

top tier of the Shi'a pantheon of martyrs. 

 

2.1 The Shrine of 'Abbas 

 

 For his heroism at Karbala, 'Abbas is known by a number of titles, including "flag-

bearer" and "water-bringer"
15

. In Urdu, his name is almost always preceded with the honorific 

hazrat
16

, a title often reserved for prophets, messengers, and Imams. He is the object of particular 

reverence in the city of Lucknow, where three shrines to him exist. Two of these three shrines 

are rather insignificant, one being located inside a small imāmbāɽà in a cemetery in the heart of 

the old city, and the other being inside an out-of-the-way mosque on the outskirts of old 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
12

 Arabic: أم العباس "the mother of 'Abbas" 
13

 Urdu: علم "flag, banner" 
14

 Urdu: مرثيہ - a genre of elegiac poetry usually relating the sufferings and virtues of a martyr. 
15

 Crudely explained to me as "पानी लाने वाला", pānī lāne wālā, literally, 'one who brings water'. 
16

 Urdu: حضرت 
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Lucknow. However, the third shrine, located in the historic Kashmīrī muhalà
17

, is one of the 

largest shrines of its type in India. 

 The shrine of 'Abbas was initially established during the reign of nawab Asaf ud-Dawla, 

who succeeded his father as nawab of Awadh in 1775, and died in his capital at Faizabad in 1797 

(Ali 1917, 33). At this time, a certain native of Awadh travelled to Mecca in order to perform the 

hajj. While in Mecca, he received a visit from Hazrat 'Abbas in a dream. The martyr instructed 

this hajji to proceed to Karbala at the end of his pilgrimage. 'Abbas then revealed that there, on 

the plains where he had been martyred over a millennium earlier, the hajji would find and 

unearth the silver crest that had sat atop the banner that he had carried during the battle. Owing 

to the "great precision" (Ali 1917, 33) with which 'Abbas instructed the pilgrim, the crest was 

dug up, returned to Lucknow, and presented before the court of the nawab in Faizabad.  

 The shrine quickly grew in size and 

popularity, and gained a certain association 

with "healing, [the conception of] sons, and 

spiritual blessings" (Cole 1988, 99) that will 

be explained in greater detail in a subsequent 

subsection. Even today, some two centuries 

after its establishment, the shrine remains an 

integral part of Shi'a religious life in 

Lucknow's historic center. An entire 

complex, containing shrines to Imam 

Hussein, Imam 'Ali, and Hazrat Qasim, 

whose wedding to the daughter of Hussein 

was meant to take place on the day of the 

Battle of Karbala. On Thursday nights 

throughout the year, the shrine and its 

forecourt are filled to capacity with Muslims 

and Hindus of all sects and classes who wish 

to pay their respect to 'Abbas. Offerings of 

money are left in specially designated plastic 

cases inside the shrine. Flowers and sweets 

are also common offerings, and it is not 

unusual to find a number of people at the 

shrine distributing confectionaries to 

visitors. 

 The main building in the shrine 

complex contains a ta'zīyà
18

, or, a replica of the tomb of Hazrat 'Abbas. However, the main 

attraction is the aforementioned crest of 'Abbas, pictured above and located in the courtyard 

between the shrine's gate and the building housing the ta'zīyà. The crest is inscribed with the 

word "Allah", and designed in the shape of a hand. This design is called panjā
19

 in Hindi 

(Paparozzi 2013). Panjās are commonly placed atop the 'alams used in Lucknow, and many 

                                                           
17

 Urdu: کشميری محلہ "Kashmiri neighborhood" 
18

 Urdu: تعزیہ - this term is also used in Persian, but in Persian it refers specifically to a passion play depicting the 

sufferings of Hussein. This word is from an Arabic word meaning "to console" or "to advise patience" (Naqi n.d.: 1). 

In modern Arabic, the term refers to a wake for a deceased person. 
19

 Hindi: पंजा cf. पंज "five" 

The crest of 'Abbas said to have been unearthed at Karbala. 

(Photo courtesy of Abraham DeHart) 
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different kinds are sold in the market that has developed outside the main gate of the shrine. In 

this market, offerings suitable for use in the shrine are also sold, along with all manner of 

artifacts relating to 'Abbas and the Battle of Karbala. 

 The 'alam itself sits at the far end of a basin filled with water. In the center of this basin is 

a replica of the water skin that 'Abbas used at Karbala to collect water from the Euphrates River. 

Visitors to the shrine gather around the pool and attempt to use their hands to splash water onto 

the water skin. I have also seen some individuals drinking from the pool, and others bottling the 

water in order to take it home. In the above photograph, the 'alam topped with the crest of 'Abbas 

can be seen.  

 The people in the center are crowded around the basin, making it difficult to distinguish. 

In the illuminated room directly behind the 'alam, the ta'zīyà of 'Abbas is visible. The area inside 

the building to the left contains something of a display case, in which are located items that call 

to mind the suffering of the companions of Hussein at Karbala. Most prominent in the display 

are tiny replicas of the cradle of 'Ali al-Asghar, the infant son of Hussein whose throat was 

pierced by an arrow during the struggle. A hole has been cut into the case's plastic, allowing 

visitors to leave coins and small bills 

as offerings. Flowers and sweets may 

be distributed in the central area of 

the shrine, and left in a small fenced-

off area at the foot of the ta'zīyà. 

 The shrine of 'Abbas is 

particularly busy during the first ten 

days of Muharram, particularly on 

the fifth of the month. At this time, 

people bring their own 'alams to the 

shrine to be touched against the crest 

of 'Abbas, and thusly sanctified (Ali 

1917, 36). In the past, the 

consecration of the 'alams was an 

event accompanied by great pomp 

and circumstance-- one British 

traveler, living in Lucknow in the first half of the 19th century before the British annexation, was 

greatly impressed by the size and flamboyance of processions to the shrine during Muharram, 

during which Muslims of both the highest and lowest orders would be received at the shrine to 

have their banners blessed (Ali 1917, 36). The author also makes a point of noting that, although 

they did not participate in the functions held at the shrine of 'Abbas, the Sunnis used red as their 

"distinguishing color" (Ali 1917, 37) during the Muharram festivities, implying their active 

participation in some other functions during this most important Shi'a holiday. 

 For centuries, this shrine and the martyr have impacted the lives of Lucknowis in various 

ways. The role that 'Abbas plays in the lives of ordinary Lucknowis will be discussed in the 

following subsections. The history of the shrine will also be explored in greater depth, and the 

cosmological role that 'Abbas fulfills in popular Lucknowi Shi'ism will ultimately be described. 

 

 

 

 

The entrance to the shrine of 'Abbas (Author's photo) 
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2.2 'Abbas and the Shopkeeper: An Ordinary Miracle 

 

 In understanding the importance of 'Abbas and figures like him to the Shi'a of Lucknow, 

and South Asia more generally, it is prudent to begin with the most prototypical of acts of 

intervention. The story contained in this subsection was related to me by the same 'Muhammad' 

discussed earlier in order to provide me with an example of the mystical power of the Shi'a 

intercessors. There is nothing particularly unusual about this account-- in fact, it is something of 

an ordinary miracle, and therefore a good place to begin. 

 According to Muhammad, in one of Lucknow's central commercial districts, an area 

known as Hazratganj
20

, there lived a Hindu shopkeeper who desperately desired to have children. 

However, he had been told by his doctor that he was infertile, and when he went to seek a second 

opinion from an astrologer, he was also told that he would never have children. After receiving 

this heartbreaking news, he consulted with a Shi'i acquaintance, who told him that, were he to 

pray at the shrine of 'Abbas every day, his wife would eventually conceive a child. Following 

this prescription, the shopkeeper went to the shrine every day for nearly a year, until, at the end 

of the year, his wife gave birth to two sons. The shopkeeper, who still lives in Hazratganj, 

attributes this to the intercession of 'Abbas, and, to this day, keeps an image of 'Abbas above the 

counter in his shop (Paparozzi 2012). 

 Aside from 'Abbas' apparent association with fertility, this tale is a fairly standard 

account of the intervention of a Sufi saint or Hindu god in one's personal affairs. What makes 

this story unusual is that 'Abbas, rather than a Sufi, or a Hindu god or saint, with which the 

shopkeeper would have doubtlessly been more comfortable, assumes the role of the intercessor. 

What this indicates is that, to a certain extent, those major Shi'a figures to whom the ability to 

intervene in one's affairs is ascribed often assume duties normally allocated to Sufi saints. 

 While it is not all that uncommon for an Imam or martyr to become the object of this sort 

of popular veneration in other parts of the world (as will be discussed in 2.4), the popular 

perception of 'Abbas as a healer, or a performer of miracles is a radical departure from his 

function in more traditional Shi'ism, wherein 'Abbas is merely a part of the drama of Karbala. 

His martyrdom is read as a heroic act of self-sacrifice for the sake of the true Islam, or as an act 

of redemptive suffering, recalled each year in order to remind the faithful of their community's 

commitment to God, and the "primordial trust" (Ayoub 1978, 52) of God embodied in the 

acceptance of the mission of the twelve Imams. 

  Amongst those who study the rituals surrounding the observance of Muharram, the 

Battle of Karbala is usually regarded as an event with tremendous cosmological and religious 

significance, and as an integral part of the historical memory of the Shi'a community. However, 

the martyrs of Karbala are rarely thought of as protectors and healers. In disregarding the 

miracles attributed to 'Abbas, or how a stone brought back from Karbala might be kept as 

protection against diabetes and heart disease (Paparozzi 2013), one runs the risk of failing to 

recognize the extent to which the battle and its heroes have been integrated into everyday life-- a 

topic to be discussed further in 2.5. 

 The political overtones that the Karbala narrative has assumed with the advent of 

revolutionary Shi'ism also detract from fully understanding the role that the martyrs play in the 

lives of ordinary people. Those more concerned with the political aspects of Imami Shi'ism 

sometimes mistakenly take 'Abbas and Hussein to be symbols of rebellion above all else. In fact, 

                                                           
20

 Hindi: हज़रतगंज, "ganj" meaning something to the effect of "market". 



Michael Paparozzi 
Reach Me, My Imam! 

12 

 

Dr. Zakir Husain Faruqi, a once prominent patron of Shi'i literature in Pakistan, went so far as to 

assert that the purpose of the sacrifice of the martyrs of Karbala was "to [make] clear that the 

votaries of the truth do never swerve from war" (Faruqi 1973, 322). 

 The speeches of Ayatollah Khomeini himself also incline one towards this view of the 

struggle of Hussein, 'Abbas, and the others who died beside them. In his famous address of 23 

November 1978, Khomeini depicts the tragedy of Karbala as a lesson on "struggle against all the 

tyrants of history", and as providing a clear precedent for the assertion that "if a tyrant rules 

despotically over Muslims in any age, we [Muslims] must rise up against him and denounce 

him... we must sacrifice ourselves and be prepared to shed our blood" (Khomeini 1981, 242). 

 Associating one of the martyrs of Karbala with the performance of miracles is unusual, 

even if the exact nature of the act of intervention described briefly in this section is not strange in 

and of itself. Before discussing why it is that in Lucknow 'Abbas ibn 'Ali has been thrust into a 

role better filled by a Sufi saint, I shall turn back to my previous discussion of 'Abbas' shrine, its 

history, and another miracle that may be responsible for the emergence of the cult of 'Abbas in 

Lucknow. 

  

2.3 The Nazr of Sa'adat 'Ali Khan 

 

 It is reported that, sometime after the establishment of the shrine of 'Abbas described in 

2.1, "a certain reigning Nuwaub [nawab] was afflicted by a severe and tedious illness" (Ali 1917, 

35). Juan Cole, whose 1988 dissertation briefly touches on the subject, identifies this nawab as 

Sa'adat 'Ali Khan
21

 and gives the date of his illness as 1801 (Cole 1988, 99). According to an 

account written either in the final years of the nawab's reign, or shortly after his death (see Ali 

1917, xii-xiii), Sa'adat 'Ali Khan's illness baffled his physicians, whose medicines appeared to be 

wholly ineffectual in treating him. 

 It was, according to Cole, in 1803 that Sa'adat 'Ali Khan was approached by a court 

astrologer, who advised him "to make a vow that 'if in the wisdom of Divine Providence his 

health should be restored, he would build a new Durgah [shrine] on the site of the old one, to be 

dedicated to Abass Ali [Hazrat 'Ali], and to be the shrine for the sacred deposit of the crest of 

Hosein'." (Ali 1917, 35). In accordance with the astrologer's council, the nawab swore that, if he 

were to be miraculously cured of his sickness, he would expand the shrine of the standard of 

'Abbas as an act of gratitude. 

 This sort of compact with God is called nazr
22

 in Persian, and is a popular method of 

soliciting the intervention of God or an intercessor in Iran and in South Asia. Nazr always 

involves the performance of a devotional act (for example, performance of the pilgrimage to 

Mashhad on foot), or an act of charity. However, nazr does not always involve the making of 

promises, as it did in the case of Sa'adat 'Ali Khan. The devotional act can either precede or 

follow the receipt of divine aid, though it appears to be popularly held that nazr is most effective 

when the act is performed first, and compensation is demanded in return (Paparozzi 2013). 

 Surely enough, shortly after vowing to expand the shrine of 'Abbas, Sa'adat 'Ali Khan's 

illness was miraculously cured. In recognition of his nazr, the nawab ordered construction on the 

                                                           
21

 Some sources refer to this nawab as "Sa'adat 'Ali Khan II". The first nawab of Awadh, more commonly known by 

the name Burhan al-Mulk, is sometimes named as "Sa'adat 'Ali Khan I". Sa'adat 'Ali Khan II reigned from 1798 to 

1814. 
22

 Persian: نذر - to solicit intervention in return for the performance of a devotional act is نذر كردن. From an Arabic 

word meaning "vow". 
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new shrine to begin immediately. He then made arrangements for a splendid procession from his 

palace to the shrine which, at that time, was located on the outskirts of the city. During this 

procession, the nawab distributed a vast amount of money to the people who had assembled to 

watch the spectacle and celebrate the nawab's recovery with "deafening cheers of vociferous 

exultation" (Ali 1917, 35). 

 Sa'adat 'Ali Khan's procession apparently made such an impression on the people of 

Lucknow, that it continued to be a topic of conversation for years afterwards, being described by 

those who had seen it as "a scene never equaled in the annals of Lucknow for splendor and 

magnificence" (Ali 1917, 35). In fact, the people of the city were so awed by the event that the 

wealthiest members of Lucknowi society began to hold processions of their own to the shrine to 

mark the birth of a son into the family, the circumcision of a son, and, unsurprisingly, sudden 

recoveries from illness (Ali 1917, 34-5). The processions that these wealthy families held were 

quite similar in style and substance to the procession of Sa'adat 'Ali Khan, and they too were 

accompanied by the distribution of money or clothing amongst the area's residents (Ali 1917, 

35). 

 Although the origin of the association between 'Abbas and fertility remains unclear, it 

seems reasonable to suggest that the nazr of Sa'adat 'Ali Khan may have been the cause of the 

shrine's wider association with healing and other blessings. Furthermore, to those who had not 

been present at the original procession, or who were not familiar with the exact details of the 

story, it might appear that the nawab had been healed through the agency of Hazrat 'Abbas 

himself. While the shrine enjoyed a modest amount of local patronage before 1803, it was only 

after Sa'adat 'Ali Khan's expansion of the shrine that the crest of 'Abbas became a serious focal 

point of popular piety in Lucknow. In addition to improving the building itself, the nawab also 

made available funds for the continued upkeep of the shrine, allowing for religious events to take 

place there with some regularity (Cole 1988, 99). 

 As the shrine continued to grow in popularity, particularly amongst the upper class, the 

nawab began to send regular patrols of soldiers through the area in order to protect visitors. 

Increased security led to more processions and to offerings of greater value being left at the 

shrine. This in turn led to further increases in the size of the shrine, including the addition of a 

separate section for women (Cole 1988, 99). In this manner, the shrine of the standard of 'Abbas 

was transformed from a small private space containing a sacred relic, to a Lucknowi institution. 

 Though the topic will be given more attention during the discussion of the historical 

factors that shaped popular Imami Shi'ism in South Asia, it is also worth noting here that some 

members of the 'ulama initially opposed the shrine after it gained citywide popularity, 

denouncing the crest as a forgery, and displaying no great love towards the man who had 

unearthed it (Cole 1988, 100). Even today, some members of the 'ulama continue to assert that 

the crest is not genuine (Paparozzi 2013). 

 The 'ulama's opposition to practices over which they had neither direct control nor 

indirect influence, as well as the tendency of believers to emulate the behavior of those of a 

superior social status, will be recurrent themes in the further discussion of the distinctive 

character of South Asian Shi'ism, and the history of its development. As has been discussed, the 

crest became an integral part of the rights of Muharram soon after Sa'adat 'Ali Khan's expansion 

of the shrine. The best efforts of some of Awadh's religious scholars did not stop "forty or fifty 

thousand banners
23

" (Ali 1917, 36) from being brought to the shrine during the build up to the 
                                                           
23

 I feel compelled to add that the editor of the source from which this quote is taken notes that this figure is "greatly 

exaggerated". Still, it speaks to the sheer volume of traffic the shrine receives at the beginning of Muharram. Also 
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tenth of Muharram-- and so the lack of influence that the formal religious establishment has on 

some aspects of popular practice is revealed. 

 In the remainder of this section, the role of 'Abbas in the popular religion of Iran will be 

discussed and contrasted with the role that he plays in the Shi'ism of Lucknow. A lone tale of 

'Abbas from Iraq will also be presented, before the section is concluded with an analysis of why 

this cult of 'Abbas has developed, and what its development indicates about the nature of popular 

Shi'ism in India and Pakistan, beyond the boundaries of the Lucknow district. 

 

2.4 Hazrat 'Abbas in Iran: Guarantor of Oaths and Master of Padlocks 

 

 In Iran, Hazrat 'Abbas plays a very specific role in the country's popular religion-- one 

that is not paralleled in Indo-Pakistani Shi'ism. For the most part, the connection between 'Abbas 

and the domains with which he is associated in Iran is rather clear. Interestingly, 'Abbas' lack of 

status as an Imam allows him over to preside over domains with which the exceedingly wise and 

supremely serene Imams would not concern themselves. 

 Primarily, 'Abbas is associated with the swearing of oaths, and the keeping of promises. It 

was suggested to me by Dr. Anne Betteridge, a professor of anthropology and expert on popular 

religion in Iran, that 'Abbas is the guarantor of oaths because, unlike the Imams, he is not above 

getting angry and taking action in response to the violation of a vow (Betteridge 2013). In Iran, 

'Abbas is regarded as hot-blooded, and willing to strike dead those who transgress against him-- 

something that a more scholarly, less worldly figure, such as Imam 'Ali, would not do. 

 Of course, it is misleading to make the unqualified statement that, to the Iranians, 'Abbas 

is an intercessor who is responsible for ensuring the keeping of promises. The system by which 

the intercession of a figure like 'Abbas is solicited in Iran is somewhat more complex than the 

system that exists in India. Unlike in India, where a figure like 'Abbas might stand as an 

intermediary between the believer and God, in Iran there exists an entire hierarchy of 

intercessors. 

 Iran is a country dotted with the shrines of imāmzādàs
24

, descendants of the twelve 

Imams, just as India and Pakistan are countries dotted with the shrines of Sufi saints. The 

imāmzādàs are popularly associated with the same domain as the Imam who is their progenitor. 

For example, Imam 'Ali Zayn al-'Abidin is popularly associated with the healing of the sick in 

Iran, and so those imāmzādàs who are descended from him are also construed as healers 

(Betteridge 2013). However, not all imāmzādàs are seen as being equal in their capacity for the 

performance of miracles. Dr. Betteridge reports that certain imāmzādàs are seen as being closer 

to God, or closer to their exalted ancestor, than others. In fact, she even claims to have once 

heard a woman threaten the sarcophagus of an imāmzādà that, if he failed to fulfill her request in 

a punctual manner, she would turn to one of his more powerful relatives (Betteridge 2013)! 

 In the same manner, it is unusual that Hazrat 'Abbas should be invoked directly. When 

his services as the guarantor of oaths are required, one of his descendents will often be solicited 

in his place. There is one famous tomb-shrine dedicated to a descendant of 'Abbas that is 

particularly popular amongst Iranian businessmen. Before two businessmen enter into an 

agreement with one another, they will travel to this shrine, and swear an oath before the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
note that the source was first published in 1832, and composed of letters written over the course of a number of 

years beginning towards the end of the reign of Sa'adat 'Ali Khan, indicating that this practice became 

institutionalized less than a decade after the nawab's illness was cured. 
24
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descendant of 'Abbas. It is rumored that, if one party makes the oath in bad faith, he will be 

instantaneously struck dead in the shrine's courtyard (Betteridge 2013). 

 'Abbas' apparent distaste for deceit and dishonesty also places him in position to be 

invoked as a protector of valuables. Padlocks are popular offerings at various shrines dedicated 

to 'Abbas or his family. It is believed that, if a lock is consecrated by 'Abbas, then the martyr will 

extend his protection to any container upon which the lock might be placed. This category not 

only includes cabinets, doors, and chests, but also containers that normally would not be secured 

by means of a lock, such as a burlap sack. Even though one could potentially cut through the 

bottom of a sack sealed with a lock of 'Abbas, the presence of the lock will act as a deterrent to 

any thief fearing the wrath of this hero of Karbala (Betteridge 2013). 

 In addition to those functions accorded to him by virtue of his lack of Imam status, there 

are some areas in which the aid of Hazrat 'Abbas is pursued that are a little more tangential to his 

historical personage. For instance, there is a shrine outside of the city of Shiraz erected upon the 

former site of a tribal encampment where 'Abbas is said to have appeared to a child in a dream. 

This child, who had previously been very ill, was cured by his vision of 'Abbas, leading to the 

establishment of the shrine (Betteridge 2013). Local people still come to the shrine to seek cures 

for ailments, though one would not necessarily do so at any other shrine of 'Abbas. 

 This story also touches upon another important aspect of popular Shi'ism in Iran: it is 

common for intercessors to appear before the believer in a dream. In India, while dreams often 

contain important messages or portents, the most dramatic acts of intervention are affected by the 

appearance of the intercessor before the believer in the flesh, a topic that will be discussed in 

later sections. Though it is perhaps incorrect to make the generalization that dreams play a lesser 

role in the execution of acts of intervention in South Asia, I have come across very few accounts 

of intercession occurring through a dream, as it does in the story related above. 

 

2.5 'Abbas 'Alamdar: Martyr, Healer, Saint 

 

 Ultimately, the question must be raised: why 'Abbas? Discounting the story of the 

unearthing of his crest, and the account of the history of the growth of his shrine that I have 

offered, it seems odd that the half-brother of Imam Hussein should be regarded, at least in 

Lucknow, as a major intercessor in the affairs of mortal men and women. Furthermore, the issue 

must be addressed of how and why the veneration of Hazrat 'Abbas is significant-- what does it 

mean in a larger context? 

 In essence, the shrine of Hazrat 'Abbas fills a sort of gap in the popular Imami Shi'ism of 

Lucknow. However, one makes this analysis at the risk of oversimplifying the situation, and 

reading the rise of the shrine of 'Abbas as little more than an extension of northern India's 

preexistent culture of tomb-shrine worship. In his 1988 book, Roots of North Indian Shi'ism in 

Iran and Iraq, Juan Cole seems to leave the reader to assume that, at the end of the 18th century, 

a Shi'a community desiring a shrine of their own in which to worship, came into possession of an 

artifact that just happened to be associated with 'Abbas and ran with it (Cole 1988, 98). While the 

reverence of 'Abbas in Lucknow is most certainly informed by the popular Sufism and Hinduism 

of the Gangetic plain, the martyr was not thrust into a position more naturally filled by a Sufi 

saint simply because he was the most readily available candidate. This is to say that the cult of 

'Abbas cannot be written off as nothing more than an instance of the Shi'a re-appropriating a Sufi 

or Hindu practice. To do so would be to gloss over the impact that such borrowings have had on 

the spirit of popular Shi'ism in India today. 
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 If some determination is to be made as to why this matters, then the first question to be 

evaluated will be that of 'Abbas' candidacy for the role of a protector, healer, and provider of 

sons. As was discussed in (2.4), the domains over which 'Abbas is said to preside most likely 

have much to do with the early 19th century nazr of nawab Sa'adat 'Ali Khan. However, there is 

another factor affecting 'Abbas' qualifications as an object of popular veneration that has not 

been addressed-- namely, the fact that he is a martyr. 

 When Imami Shi'ism is taught in universities, and when it is discussed in the context of 

the lofty orthodoxy of the great mujtahids, the discussion of the martyrdoms of 'Abbas, Hussein, 

the ten other martyred Imams, takes on a rather political tone. In many readings of the Battle of 

Karbala, Imam Hussein and his retinue are treated as pawns, bit players in an event of the utmost 

cosmological importance. In his writings on the Battle of Karbala, S. V. Mir Ahmed Ali, a 

prominent leader of the Tamil Shi'a community under the British Raj, takes the commonly held 

position that it was Hussein's destiny to die in order to preserve the Islam of the Prophet. He 

writes that, on the day of the Imam's birth, the angel Jibril appeared before the Prophet and 

predicted the future sufferings of Hussein, 'Abbas, Qasim, and all the other martyrs of Karbala in 

no uncertain terms, saying: 

 

"O' Prophet of God, [my concern] is for the newly born son of Lady Fatema, for he will 

suffer innumerable difficulties, miseries, tortures, and pains of bitterest nature. He will 

at last be martyred with all his faithful supporters in a desert called Karbala on the 

banks of the Euphrates in Iraq, it will be a time when Islam is in crisis and the existence 

of this revealed religion for Mankind will rest upon the sacrifices of Husain, your 

grandson." 

(Ali 2009, 53) 

 

 This is representative of a more conventional, telic interpretation of the Karbala narrative 

in which the sufferings of Hussein are part of a grander design. This story is well known amongst 

the Shi'a of South Asia, and is repeated in Maulana Syed Ali Naqi's epic tract on the history of 

mourning for Imam Hussein (Naqi n.d., 570). In these narrations of Karbala, the battle is seen as 

echoing through time. The Seal of the Prophets, as well as all of his predecessors, are each said 

to have been told of the events of Karbala beforehand. S. V. Mir Ahmed Ali views Abraham's 

aborted sacrifice of his son as something of a prelude to the sacrifice of Hussein and his 

companions (Ali 2009, 19), and interprets Jeremiah 46:10 as predicting the events of 10 

Muharram (Ali 2009, 216). 

 This treatment of the Battle of Karbala allows one to interpret the martyrdom of Hazrat 

'Abbas as an act necessary for the preservation of Islam. In this view, 'Abbas, Hussein, and the 

others were fated to die on that day so that the message of the Prophet might live. This causes 

some writers to draw parallels between the sufferings of Hussein and those of Christ upon the 

cross (Ayoub 1978, 24). Yet this interpretation obscures the role that 'Abbas plays in the popular 

Shi'ism of Lucknow, and causes it to appear as if 'Abbas' identity has been co-opted in order to 

allow him to fit more neatly into a populist cosmology. This is all to say that, in more formal 

takes on 'Abbas, he does not appear to be qualified to play the role of a healer, saint, and 

intercessor. 

 However, in the popular Shi'ism of Lucknow, it is precisely the manner in which 'Abbas 

heroically gave his life in the service of Hussein that gives him the ability to intervene with God 

on the believer's behalf. As is the case with the other Imams, especially Musa al-Kazim, who will 
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be discussed in (3.1), 'Abbas' status as a 

martyr gives him special abilities 

unavailable to an ordinary ascetic or 

wandering fakir. As 'Abbas is a martyr, he is 

believed to enjoy a special place in paradise 

beside God. One student at a Lucknowi 

seminary explained to me very plainly that 

the Imams and 'Abbas are able to help 

people because, as martyrs, they are not truly 

dead, allowing them to take a more active 

role in affecting worldly affairs (Paparozzi 

2013). 

 This position is often justified by 

referring to Sura Al-Imran, which entreats 

the reader to "not think of those who have 

been killed in God's way as dead" (Q 3:169 

// Abdel Haleem 2010, 47), before offering 

the reassurance that the martyrs are in their 

own way alive through the favor of God. 

Some also read the sura, which speaks of the 

bounty and favors bestowed upon the 

martyrs by God, as implying that those 

"killed in God's way" enjoy a special 

closeness with Him. In India, this portion of 

Sura Al-Imran is sometimes even used as something of an advertisement for the intercessory 

powers of martyrs. Across from the entrance to Delhi's Jama Masjid stands a tomb-shrine 

dedicated to a pair of martyred saints. Beside the entrance to the shrine, and next to a stall selling 

cādors
25

 to be placed upon the graves, this part of Al-Imran is painted on a wall in both Hindi 

and Urdu, serving as a helpful reminder to visitors that they might benefit from the special 

relationship that the two saints enjoy with God. 

 It is also the case that 'Abbas is not the only martyr whose relics are popularly associated 

with the performance of miracles. Since before the unearthing of 'Abbas' crest at Karbala at the 

end of the 18th century, it was popular practice in Awadh to appeal to the Imams for 

intervention. The objections of the 'ulama to this tendency to view the Imams as "purveyors of 

miracles" (Jones 2012, 108) are well documented. Moreover, by the mid to late 19th century, 

reports were streaming into Lucknow from all over India of various miracles associated with the 

ta'zīyàs and other relics of Hasan, Hussein, and 'Abbas. 

 One author of this later period reiterates reports from as far away as Bombay that assert 

that the spirits of the martyrs, being present in the ta'zīyàs made for them during the month of 

Muharram, were responsible for many miraculous occurrences, including "visions of angels and 

Husain's steed, and the incurring of punishments upon non-believers" (Jones 2012, 108). Arguing 

that many learned men had borne witness to these miracles, this author ultimately concluded that 
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 Urdu: چادر - in this context, a sheet laid over the tomb of a saint, or worn around the neck during prayer. Some 

chadors are said to be endowed with Sufi magic, although my magic chador has thus far failed to deliver to me the 

wife I was promised. 

A large paper ta'zīyà (Photo courtesy of Abraham DeHart) 
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these events were evidence of the ability of the martyrs to intervene in worldly affairs, and, 

furthermore, that it was appropriate to "call upon the worldly interventions of Husain and 

'Abbas" (Jones 2012, 108-9). 

 Naturally, the 'ulama of the late 19th and early 20th centuries were just as much opposed 

to these beliefs as their predecessors had been to the establishment of the shrine of 'Abbas in the 

first place. They wrote that the attribution of a capacity for the performance of miracles to the 

Imams and 'Abbas was a needless and distracting innovation pulled from Sufi or Hindu belief. 

Others blamed the 18th century mystic Shaikh Ahmad al-Ahsa'i for laying the foundations of the 

widespread veneration of 'Abbas and Hussein as intercessors in the lives of ordinary people 

(Jones 2012, 108).  

 Shaikh al-Ahsa'i is frequently cited as the impetus for this entire movement within the 

popular Shi'ism of South Asia, and many members of the 'ulama in both Awadh and British India 

were quick to dismiss reports of miracles such as the ones cited above as being symptomatic of a 

"Shaikhi revival" (Jones 2012, 109) in India. Ahmad al-Ahsa'i was a mujtahid of Bahraini origin 

who rose to prominence in early Qajar Iran, after completing his studies amongst the Usulis of 

Iraq at the end of the 19th century (Cole 1988, 186). Al-Ahsa'i was well known in India for 

claiming that various Imams had appeared before him in visions, imparting upon him divinely 

inspired knowledge of the nature of God and Islam. 

 In spite of his never having preached in the subcontinent, al-Ahsa'i's ideas took root in 

India through the efforts of Awadhi scholars such as Seyyid 'Ali Nasirabadi, and Mirza Hasan 

'Azimabadi, both of whom studied with pupils of al-Ahsa'i at Karbala in the 1820's and 1830's 

(Cole 1988, 186-7). The latter of these two men, 'Azimabadi, was especially infamous amongst 

the orthodox Usuli 'ulama of Lucknow for not only claiming to have been in receipt of visions of 

the Imams, but also for styling himself as a worker of miracles (Cole 1988, 187). Given this 

context, it might seem appropriate to read the various phenomena described in this section in the 

same way that many 19th and 20th century jurists read them: as instances of the masses 

following the teachings of a group of charismatic, yet heretical, clique of populist preachers. 

 However, I argue that subscription to this opinion misses the point. As late as 1908 

(Jones 2012, 109), almost a century after al-Ahsa'i's death, scholars such as Nasir Husain 

continued to write refutations of al-Ahsa'i's works in an effort to discredit the ayatollah and the 

movement he is credited with having started in northern India. This reaction to the rise of 

popular Shi'ism treats those individuals praying for sons at the shrine of Hazrat 'Abbas as 

members of the flock who, having been mislead, need to be shown the error of their ways so that 

they might again embrace Shi'i orthodoxy. By attributing reports of miracles to the corrupting 

influence of al-Ahsa'i and his disciples, the orthodox establishment totally overlooked the 

"reservoir of dissatisfaction with Usuli dominance" (Cole 1988, 186) that had sprung up in 

northern India. 

 It is not evident from formal Usuli writings on the Imams and Hazrat 'Abbas why the 

people chose to embrace al-Ahsa'i's teachings, or at least a mode of worship resembling them. 

Before proceeding, it is important to note that al-Ahsa'i and his 'Shaikhi' movement was by no 

means instrumental in bringing about the nascence of the sort of popular practices that have been 

described here. Al-Ahsa'i did not even begin his studies in Iraq until the 1790's (Cole 1988, 186), 

which would have been ten to twenty years after 'Abbas appeared to a certain Lucknowi hajji and 

instructed him to unearth his crest. Similarly, his teachings had no great impact on religious life 

in Awadh until the 1830's and 1840's (Cole 1988, 186), thirty to forty years after the healing of 
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Sa'adat 'Ali Khan, and just after the initial publication of Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali's letters, which are 

cited herein as a primary source on popular Shi'ism in 19th century Lucknow. 

 This having been said, al-Ahsa'i and his students cannot be held responsible for sowing 

the seeds of corruption amongst the Shi'a of Lucknow and leading an entire generation astray. 

'Shaikhi' philosophy appealed to the people's sentiments because it offered a view of the 

relationship between the believer, the Imams, and God that was much more in tune with the 

popular cosmology of nawabi Awadh than the orthodox Usuli cosmology ever was. Popular 

Shi'ism was more appealing, and more "practical" than orthodoxy because it extends the roles of 

figures like Imam Hussein and Hazrat 'Abbas to their logical ends. That Juan Cole reports that 

the 'ulama were eventually successful in "stamp[ing] out" (Cole 1988, 189) Shaikhism, and 

depriving it of patronage only attests to the fact that the ideas present in al-Ahsa'i's writings were 

much more powerful and enduring than the movement he is credited with having founded. 

Though the Shaikhi heresy was reportedly suppressed by the 1840's, this does not seem to have 

deterred the continuance of the practice of appealing to 'Abbas and the Imams as intercessors. 

 As a martyr, 'Abbas was seen as in possession of a specific sort of spiritual resource 

beyond the barakāt
26

 of an ordinary saint. Because of his heroic sacrifice, 'Abbas enjoyed a 

special relationship with God, and was possessed of a sort of second life only available to those 

killed in the way of God. While the Shi'ism of the mujtahids stops there, assigning to 'Abbas the 

status of one predestined to die in order to preserve the true Islam, popular Shi'ism recognizes the 

implications of this and rejects the notion that the martyred 'Abbas would be content to lie buried 

beneath the sands of Karbala. 

 In the popular mind, 'Abbas, Hussein, and all other martyrs, possess a certain capacity to 

intervene in worldly affairs. Moreover, they make use of this capacity in order to continue their 

selfless service to the Muslim community, ultimately providing the believer with something that 

Usuli orthodoxy cannot offer him: an ally and tireless advocate of his interests before God.  

Though Islam is supposed to be appealing in that it offers one with unmediated access to the 

divine, the navigation and maintenance of this sort of relationship is very intimidating for some. 

In this sense, Hazrat 'Abbas fills a gap in popular Shi'ism in that he is, in a sense, God's 

ombudsman. 

 This is the root from which there spring so many of the most striking differences between 

the popular Imami Shi'ism of South Asia and the more mainstream form of the religion. In the 

popular mind, it does not make any sense that 'Abbas would lay down his life in the service of 

Islam, only to promptly retire after the conclusion of the Battle of Karbala. South Asian popular 

Shi'ism regards God's prophets, Imams, and martyrs as more than extraordinary individuals 

whose sacrifices should be solemnly remembered, and whose virtues should be emulated. They 

are also construed as dedicated servants of Islam, whose lifelong commitments to doing God's 

work transcends such considerations as time and place, life and death. 

 

3.0 Imams and Prophets: Servants of the Umma 

 

 This section continues to explore the role of those individuals to whom a capacity for 

intercession is ascribed as servants and protectors of the larger community of believers. In the 

South Asian worldview, the Imams and Prophets use their divinely inspired knowledge and 

heavenly attributes in order to selflessly serve those around them, be they man or animal, peasant 
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or nawab. The miraculous events described herein firmly establish the position of the 

intercessors in a tripartite relationship that bears a certain resemblance to traditional Brahmanical 

priesthood of classical Hinduism. 

 The picture that will emerge from this is not one of a group of men who are so entirely 

serene and removed as to be beyond concern over the pettiest of worldly affairs (see the 

perception of the Imams in Iran described in 2.4). Rather, in South Asian discourses on the 

miracles of the Imams and prophets, which often read more like hagiographies than traditional 

sīra
27

 literature, the picture that emerges is one of a group of men who care deeply about the 

tribulations of those who adore them. In fact, the performance of miracles has, in its own way, a 

humanizing effect on perceptions of the character of Islamic history's most imposing figures. In 

the end, the attribution of the capacity to intervene in the lives of ordinary believers to figures 

like Imam 'Ali and the prophet Khizr are not so much 'Shaikhi' innovations as it is an expression 

of the magnanimity and good character of these men. 

 

3.1 Bāb al-Havāij: The Miracles of Musa al-Kazim and the Acts of Hazrat 'Ali 

 

 In addition to Hazrat 'Abbas and the Hidden Imam (who will be the main topic of 

discussion in section (4)), Imam Musa al-Kazim and Imam 'Ali ibn Abi Talib also receive a great 

deal of reverence for their abilities to solve problems. In fact, in Lucknow, all of the Imams are 

known as bāb al-havāij
28

, or the ones through whom problems are resolved. However, as was the 

case with the imāmzādàs of Iran, not all Imams are perceived has having an equal capacity to aid 

a believer in the resolution of his plights (Paparozzi 2013). Of the eleven martyred Imams, Musa 

al-Kazim is held to be the ultimate bāb al-havāij, though, incidentally, Hazrat 'Abbas is said to 

be just as effective as al-Kazim in the domains over which he presides (Paparozzi 2013). 

 Departing momentarily from the discussion of Musa al-Kazim, to whom a number of 

miracles are attributed, one student in one of Lucknow's Shi'i seminaries, reports that, while al-

Kazim and 'Abbas may be the most effective intercessors, it is Imam 'Ali who holds the 

distinction of being the most efficient. Given his quickness to perform miracles or otherwise 

provide those in need with his assistance, it is 'Ali who is invoked in dangerous situations that 

require immediate resolution. For this reason, Imam 'Ali has a particular association with car 

accidents, as one need only yell yā 'Alī!
29

 in order to secure the Imam's intervention (Paparozzi 

2013). Hazrat 'Ali is also sometimes invoked during periods of taxing physical activity, for 

example, a man with heart problems climbing a long flight of stairs might repeatedly utter the 

Imam's name under his breath (Paparozzi 2013). 

 Still, as efficient as Hazrat 'Ali may be, it is Imam Musa al-Kazim who is the more 

effective of intercessors. When asked about why this is the case, the same student cited above 

offered the explanation that it was this Imam who had displayed the greatest aptitude for the 

performance of miracles in life. Although he spent much of his life in prison, I was told that this 

did not prevent him from procuring divine intervention for those of his followers in need of it 

(Paparozzi 2013). This is no small feat-- in South Asia, very few, if any, miracles are attributed 

to the other Imams who spent a significant portion of their lives as prisoners of Samarra. In fact, 
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 Arabic: سيرة "life, journey", a traditional genre of biography 
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 See footnote 2 
29

 is an Arabic vocative particle. Hindi-Urdu contains an infrequently heard vocative voice (भाइयों in the sense of یا 

"oh, brothers!") which, to the best of my knowledge, is never used with proper names. 
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I have seen no evidence that any miracles are attributed to the ninth or tenth Imams, and the sole 

miracle associated with the eleventh Imam of which I am aware was an act of nazr in the style of 

the nazr of Sa'adat 'Ali Khan described in section (2.3). 

 Al-Kazim, on the other hand, displayed a certain propensity for miracles throughout his 

entire life. It is reported on the authority of at least two transmitters of Shi'i hadith that, as a 

child, the Imam had a habit of causing goats to prostrate themselves before God (Peermahomed 

Ebrahim Trust
30

 1975a, 7). There is even one odd account of the Imam, immediately after his 

birth, ordering a companion of his father, Ja'far al-Sadiq, to change the name of his own newborn 

daughter (PET 1975b, 2). From the moment of his birth, Musa al-Kazim was a leader, and an 

authority on the most esoteric aspects of canon and practice: during his father's Imamate, the 

famed Sunni jurist Abu Hanifa is said to have arrived at al-Sadiq's home in Medina one day, and, 

attempting to embarrass a young Musa al-Kazim, who had already established a reputation as a 

great scholar, asked him a rather obscure question. The founder of the largest school of Sunni 

jurisprudence is reported to have asked the future Imam what a traveler should do should he find 

himself in an unfamiliar city and suddenly be overcome by the urge to defecate. Much to Abu 

Hanifa's surprise, al-Kazim responded to his query with an extremely detailed and explicit 

answer (PET 1975b, 9). 

 Perhaps the most notable and relevant miracle attributed to the seventh Imam occurred in 

what is now Uttar Pradesh in 1928. This act of intercession, which is quite similar to (although 

somewhat more dramatic than) the story of 'Abbas and the shopkeeper, apparently made such an 

impression on the Muslims of British India that it made newspaper headlines as far away as 

Amritsar (PET 1975b, 5). In this year, an old blind devotee in the city of Allahabad performed 

zīyārat
31

 to a local rauzà
32

 dedicated to Musa al-Kazim. At the shrine, he placed his hand upon 

the tomb contained therein and reportedly uttered "O Allah for the sake of Imam return my sight 

to me" (PET 1975b, 5). Upon saying this, the blind man then heard a booming voice which 

informed him that his sight had been restored. Overjoyed, he raced to the entrance of the shrine 

and proclaimed that, through the agency of the bāb al-havāij his sight had been restored to him. 

This excited the people assembled at the shrine to such an extent that they began to tear off 

pieces of the old man's clothing to keep as relics, apparently leaving him naked in the courtyard 

of the shrine (PET 1975b, 5). 

                                                           
30

 The publisher is cited as the book has no author. Henceforth, the abbreviation PET will be used in place of the 

publisher's full name. 
31

 Urdu: زیارت "visitation"-- this term can be applied to a number of acts of devotion, from performing a pilgrimage 

to the shrine of Imam Reza at Mashhad to circumambulating a ta'ziya at a local shrine. 
32

 Urdu: روضہ -- in this context, this term refers to a full-sized replica of an Imam's tomb-shrine, or the Imam's tomb. 

Confusingly, all rauzas are imambaras, but not all imambaras are rauzas. The term ta'ziya also has a similar 

application, but it is usually used to refer to a smaller replica of a tomb or tomb-shrine made out of wood, glass, 

metal, or sometimes even paper. 
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 While this is perhaps the most well known miracle attributed to him in the modern era, 

there are accounts of a number of miraculous occurrences that happened during the Imam's days 

in prison that reveal his status as an individual possessed of a particular rapport with God. While 

stories of God acting so 

as to protect the lives of 

His Imams and Prophets 

are rather common, the 

intense degree of divine 

protection accorded to 

Musa al-Kazim is beyond 

miraculous. Often, in 

South Asian accounts of 

the lives of the Imams, 

their status as executors 

of Muhammad's 

prophetic mission is 

usually enough to deliver 

them from danger. There 

are many stories of one 

caliph or another enlisting 

the help of an assassin, or 

a team of assassins, in 

order to end the life of an 

Imam. Naturally, these 

assassins almost always fail, as, when they finally come face to face with the Imam, they are too 

overcome by his sanctity to draw their swords. While there certainly are reports of bands of 

mercenaries laying down their weapons and prostrating themselves before Musa al-Kazim 

instead of carrying out their orders to kill him, this particular Imam is often said to have  had his 

life saved through more supernatural means. 

 Musa al-Kazim was, in life, surrounded by portents, and omens, and apparitions. In the 

year 780-1, the Imam was imprisoned by the 'Abbasid caliph Mahdi, only to be promptly 

released when, one night, Hazrat 'Ali appeared before the caliph in a dream to recite a verse of 

the Qur'an implying that "on capturing power, they [the 'Abbasids] became sinners" (PET 1975b, 

41). This same disturbing dream later haunted the sleep of Mahdi's successor, Hadi, when the 

latter caliph made his own attempt to imprison Imam Musa (PET 1975b, 47). Hadi's successor, 

the renowned 'Abbasid Harun al-Rashid was also visited by 'Ali in a dream after imprisoning 

Musa al-Kazim, only this time, instead of reciting some ominous verse of the Qur'an, the 

Commander of the Faithful appeared "armed with an adze
33

" (PET 1975b, 66) and threatening 

his personal intervention if Harun al-Rashid did not promptly release the Imam from his prison. 

 Though he did release Imam Musa after this terrifying experience, Harun al-Rashid was 

much more dogged in his opposition to the Imam than his predecessors had been. During one of 

his many attempts to assassinate the Imam, Harun al-Rashid reportedly hired "six professional 

killers" (PET 1975b, 98) to succeed where various assassins, mercenaries, and armed Christian 

thugs, had failed in the past. Unsurprisingly, these six men failed so spectacularly in executing 
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the caliph's orders that Harun al-Rashid actually attempted to apologize to Musa al-Kazim for his 

past transgressions against him (PET 1975b, 98). However, what makes this particular story 

unique is that, when the Imam was brought before the caliph and his six killers to be executed, 

the Prophet Muhammad himself is said to have appeared, wielding a sword. Indeed, Musa al-

Kazim's would-be executioners were so frightened by this personal appearance of God's Prophet, 

that they fell to their knees and begged for the Imam's forgiveness (PET 1975b, 98). The Imam 

was then sent away before Harun al-Rashid confessed meekly that in that instant, he too had seen 

the Prophet himself, brandishing his weapon threateningly. 

 There is another story in which Harun al-Rashid sends a "beautiful and attractive slave 

girl" (PET 1975b, 63) to the Imam's cell in an attempt to tempt him and draw him into disrepute. 

However, upon entering the chambers of the Imam, the Imam shows the slave girl a hidden 

garden, contained entirely within the walls of his prison, filled with fruits, and flowers, and even 

fairies. Understanding that, through the grace of God, the Imam has no need of her services, she 

prostrates herself before him, and then returns to Harun al-Rashid to report on the incident (PET 

1975b, 64). 

 This all serves to paint a picture of an Imam who has an intense and intimate connection 

with God. All of God's powers, as well as the personal protection of His Prophet, are exerted so 

that Musa al-Kazim might be shielded against all misfortune "excepting the affliction faced by 

[him] as was [his] destiny" (PET 1975b, 43). In a more formal Shi'ism, these miracles, and the 

admirable characteristics of the Imam which are so frequently exhorted in majlises and 

biographical literature, are taken as proofs of the extent to which Musa al-Kazim and the other 

Imams are recipients of divine favor. One source takes the position that the miracles ascribed to 

Musa al-Kazim and Ja'far al-Sadiq during their internment in 'Abbasid prisons were performed in 

order to reinforce the status of the Imams, and convince their enemies that God would not allow 

them to triumph over the protectors of the true Islam (PET 1975b, 43). 

 As was previously argued to be the case with the martyrdom of Hazrat 'Abbas, readings 

of the miracles of Musa al-Kazim and the other Imams often stop short, leaving the popular 

religion to extend these stories to their natural ends. In the popular Shi'ism of South Asia, it does 

not make sense that Musa al-Kazim, who is so frequently described as exceedingly generous, and 

patient, and as harboring very little spite towards his enemies should exploit his spiritual 

resources only for the furtherance of this specific part of his mission. If the Imam, who is one of 

the fourteen infallible ones, and a perfect model of Islamic leadership, is possessed of the power 

to mint miracles and prophecies, why would he not use this power for the benefit of his 

supporters? 

 For many, the defining feature of the life of Musa al-Kazim was his willingness to help 

people in spite of the hardships that beset both him and his family. This is evident from the titles 

by which he is popularly known, especially from the aforementioned appellation of bab al-

havaij, which has been defined as the one through whom "wishes are fulfilled, if supplication is 

directed through his holy name" (PET 1975b, 4). Again, I might return to the logic of the 

anecdote attributed to "Muhammad" in section (1.3): if there are figures such as Imam Musa who 

have demonstrated both the capacity and the drive to intervene in the personal affairs of their 

followers, then, if they are there, why would they decline to answer appeals for intervention? 

During his life, the associates of Musa al-Kazim are said to have collected prayer slips detailing 

the troubles of the Imam's followers which they then brought to the Imam in his prison 

(Paparozzi 2013). The bāb al-havāij would then work to grant the wishes of the faithful from 
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behind bars-- as a martyr like Hazrat 'Abbas, should it not be the case that Musa al-Kazim should 

continue to address the petitions of his followers? 

 In South Asian popular Shi'ism, accounts of miracles, such as the ones described in this 

section, serve as testaments to the ability and desire of the Imams to actively lead their 

communities. Of course, accounts of events such as the appearance of the Prophet Muhammad in 

the court of Harun al-Rashid also clearly serve the purpose of reinforcing the Shi'i conviction 

that it is their sect that upholds the ideology of the true Islam, but they also inform how people 

see the Imams as individuals, and in relation to themselves and to God. The following 

subsections continue to explore this theme, with the one immediately following this one 

presenting a slight variation of the mechanism through which Sa'adat 'Ali Khan recovered from 

his illness in 1803, providing a further example of how such miracles have shaped the popular 

practice of Shi'ism in the city of Lucknow. 

 

3.2 Hasan al-Askari's Procession 
 

 Most who have any familiarity with the manner in which Shi'ism is practiced in India are 

to some extent aware of the spectacle that is Muharram in Lucknow. Since the time of the 

nawabs, the first nine days of the sacred month, 'Ashura, and Chehelom (as Arba'een is called in 

Urdu and Persian), have all been important public events in Lucknow. The events associated 

with 'Ashura have been studied thoroughly by a number of authors, both modern and pre-

modern, and so the particularities of Muharram in Lucknow need not be of particular concern 

here. In fact, it is not my intention to discuss Hussein, 'Abbas, Qasim, or any of the other martyrs 

of Karbala in this section-- rather, the subject of this subsection is the eleventh Imam, Hasan al-

Askari, and a rather modern miracle that occurred during the period of mourning following 

'Ashura. 

 The following tale was recounted to me by Mir Ja'far 'Abdullah, self-styled nawab of 

Awadh, known primarily for his frequent appearances on the society page of the paper, and 

being the subject of vicious, but not unsubstantiated, rumors propagated by other members of 

Lucknow's Muslim elite. Despite what some may say about him, Mir Ja'far 'Abdullah is certainly 

an active member of Lucknow's Shi'a community possessing a considerable knowledge of 

Awadhi culture and Urdu literature. 

 According to Mir Ja'far 'Abdullah, until the reign of Nasir al-Din Haider (r. 1827-1837), 

the martyrdom of Hussein was only observed for twelve days: the first ten being the first ten 

days of Muharram, followed by only two days of mourning. Sometime during Nasir al-Din 

Haider's reign, the period of mourning after 'Ashura was extended to the full forty days occupied 

by Chehelom in the rest of the Muslim world. It was around this time, when the princely state of 

Awadh was near the height of its power, that processions during Muharram reached their most 

extravagant-- Ghazi al-Din Haider, Nasir al-Din's predecessor, is said to have once paraded a 

female elephant named "Hoseinie" that was not only able to "keep time with the soundings from 

her proboscis with the occasional Mortems [mātams
34

]" (Ali 1917, 50), but was also able to 

speak the names of the Imams Hasan and Hussein. 

 However, after the beginning of the British Raj, the colonial government reportedly 

placed a blanket ban on any and all Shi'i processions in Lucknow. Also at this time, many former 

members of the Awadhi court who had seen their pensions or property confiscated by the British 
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found themselves waging pitched legal battles against the state in the newly established district 

courts. In the late 1850's or early 1860's, one such notable, who remained nameless in this 

telling, was engaged in just such a battle to regain a part of his family's estate that had been 

confiscated. As the case began to look as if it was about to be lost, this man entered into nazr 

with God: invoking the name of Hasan al-Askari, whose shahādat
35

 was about to come, he 

pledged that, if he were to win the court case, he would remove his ta'zīyà from his home and 

bring it to Kazimain
36

 in defiance of the ban to be buried in the cemetery there. 

 Surely enough, through the agency of the eleventh Imam, the magistrate presiding over 

the man's court case found in his favor. Mir Ja'far 'Abdullah claims that the case was won on the 

8th of Rabi' al-Awwal, the precise date of the shahādat of Hasan al-Askari, but this detail seems 

to be inconsistent with the rest of the story, as it was on the 8th of Rabi' al-Awwal that the man 

snuck out of his home at a very early hour of the morning to proceed to Kazimain with his 

ta'zīyà. The silent procession that still occurs in Lucknow to commemorate this event does 

indeed occur on 8th Rabi' al-Awwal, but since the man went to Kazimain very early in the 

morning, it is unlikely that he learned of the outcome of his case on that exact day. 

 In any event, it has become tradition for a large and completely silent procession to take 

place early in the morning on 8th Rabi' al Awwal. As this date is close to the conclusion of 

Chehelom, the customary period of mourning for the martyred Hussein was actually extended, so 

that the procession for Hasan al-Askari might be incorporated into the observances of the 

'Ashura season. What is significant about this event, beyond the fact that it is an unusual act of 

intercession attributed to an unusual intercessor, is the fact that this procession has since become 

the most important procession of the Muharram season aside from the one held on 10th 

Muharram. 

 According to Mir Ja'far 'Abdullah, and verified by "Muhammad" but unconfirmed by any 

other sources, in present day Lucknow the Shi'a community is only allowed to hold ten 

processions in the entire year. This restriction is the result of an easing of a complete prohibition 

on public processions after a particularly violent sectarian clash caused by a Muharram 

procession at an unspecified
37

 date sometime in the 1970's (Paparozzi 2012). Additionally, any 

smaller procession that ultimately merges with a larger one before reaching its destination is 

considered an individual event, seriously curtailing the duration and extent of public events 

during 'Ashura, Chehelom, and the shahādat of Hazrat 'Ali, which is accompanied by a large, 

mostly silent early morning procession through the old city. 

 However, in spite of these limitations placed on the activities of the Shi'a community, the 

procession in remembrance of this particular nazr continues to be held yearly, and has become a 

mainstay of Shi'i religious life in Lucknow. Notably, unlike in the case of the nazr of Sa'adat 'Ali 

Khan, Hasan al-Askari has not become associated with legal trouble, and I know of no other 

cases in which he has served as an intercessor. Interestingly, this procession does seem to have 

inspired other processions of defiance and protest-- for instance, beginning in 1925 and coming 

to an end at an unknown time, there was a procession called the 'Alam-e Fatheh
38

 held in order to 
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 Apparently a ceremonial cemetery near Husainabad, Lucknow. It seems to be named after Baghdad's Kazimain 

area, where Musa al-Kazim and Imam Muhammad al-Jawad are buried. 
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protest the Saudi state's destruction of the quarter of Medina in which Imams Zayn al-'Abidin, al-

Baqir, and al-Sadiq were buried (Paparozzi 2012). 

 In the context of a broader discussion on the importance of the attribution of a capacity 

for the performance of miracles to the Imams, this case also has a certain significance. Like the 

shrine of the standard of 'Abbas, the 8th Rabi' al-Awwal procession was initially a purely popular 

phenomenon, occurring completely outside the authority of the 'ulama that has managed to 

remain an important part of popular piety in Lucknow for over a century and a half. Although it 

has since been for the most part incorporated into the larger system of 'azādārī
39

 for Imams 

Hussein and Hasan al-Askari, it is, at its core, a celebration of the life of the latter Imam, and the 

single miracle attributed to him. 

 In spite of heavy restrictions on religious activity in public places, this procession has 

endured, revealing a side of Muharram that is often lost on observers who are more struck by 

self-flagellation, and mātam, and the Shi'a's "fervent zeal in keeping a continued remembrance of 

the suffering of their Emaums [Imams]" (Ali 1917, 54). The month of Muharram (and the 

observances that fall in the months of Safar and Rabi' al-Awwal) is a month of martyrdom, but it 

is also a month in which the lives, virtues, and deeds of Hussein and his companions, Hasan al-

Askari, and others. There is intense, impassioned mourning for the martyrs of Karbala, but there 

are also those who give out glasses of rosewater so that no one should suffer from the crippling 

thirst that beset Imam Hussein and his retinue, and there are those who distribute vast amounts of 

money, food, and clothing amongst the indigent members of the community (Ali 1917, 53). 

According to the letters of Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali, the Muharram observances of her day were 

accompanied by the sorts of acts of charity that accompanied "a recent separation by death from 

a beloved relative" (Ali 1917, 53). 

 This is all to say that there is a side of 'Ashura and the associated observances focusing 

on miracles, and charity, and not on suffering, or protest, which some mistakenly assert are the 

most vital aspects of the Shi'a religion as a whole. As is evident from this case, the popular 

beliefs surrounding Musa al-Kazim, and many of the events that will be discussed throughout the 

remainder of this paper, the popular Shi'ism of South Asia is not about, in the expressive words 

of Jalal Al-e Ahmad, "picking crumbs from the tables of departed martyrs" (Al-e Ahmad 1984, 

45), or obsessing over the sufferings of the Imams, and the manner in which the true message of 

the Prophet Muhammad has been corrupted by the usurpers. The Imams, the Prophets, the 

martyrs, and the other intercessors make Shi'ism a "practical religion" (Paparozzi 2012) because 

they are active leaders of their community, and friends and advocates for the faithful. To 

intervene in a believer's personal affairs, or to perform a miracle, is to lead. In commissioning 

acts of intercession, the intercessors fulfill their duties as divinely designated leaders of the Shi'a 

community by fully exploiting their special relationships with God to the benefit of those who 

uphold His word. 

 

3.3 The Prayer of Ja'far al-Sadiq 

 

 This phenomenon is perhaps best exemplified by the various ritualistic prayers of 

intercession that seem to have been popular in nawabi Awadh. In the early 19th century, the 

belief was popularly held, as it is today, that prophets and Imams were "sensible of the respect 

paid to them by existing mortals" (Ali 1917, 89) and were willing to intercede on behalf of those 
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who showed them this respect. In her letters, Mrs. Mir Hasan 'Ali describes the manner in which 

prayers of intervention were often opened by invoking the name of a "favourite Emaum [Imam]" 

(Ali 1917, 91), or running down the entire list of prophets and Imams, beginning with Adam, and 

ending with the Mahdi. 

 It appears that there were a number of pre-established formats for prayers of intervention 

of any kind. Specific titles were recommended when appealing to a given intercessor. For 

example, it seems that it was deemed most appropriate to address the prophet Adam by the title 

of "Suffee Ali" (Ali 1917, 89), which Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali translates as "the pure", when 

soliciting his aid. However, more interesting than this is the apparent prevalence of heavily 

ritualized prayers-- specific prayers said on specific days under specific circumstances. In this 

section, I will discuss one such prayer, known as "David's mother's prayer" (Ali 1917, 91), which 

was customarily recited on 15th Rajab in order to bring about the resolution of any difficulties 

that the believer might be facing. 

 David's mother's prayer is said to have been a text of some sixteen pages in length (Ali 

1917, 91), the recitation of which was to be accompanied by a period of fasting and the 

performance of ritual ablutions. Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali also refers to the prayer using the name 

"The Opening of Difficulties" (Ali 1917, 92), which the editor of her letters identifies as sura al-

Fatiha. It seems that quite a bit of extra material was included in the prayer in addition to this 

short sura, but it is unclear from the text what this extra material was exactly. Still, this prayer 

was believed to have originated during the Imamate of Ja'far al-Sadiq, who is credited with 

having taught the text of the prayer and the accompanying ritual to a woman who had been his 

wet-nurse to his son, Musa al-Kazim. This woman had a son named Daud, hence the name 

"David's mother's prayer". 

 In connection with this prayer, Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali relates a rather fantastical tale, which 

had been translated into English for her by her husband from an unknown text that seems to have 

been in circulation in Lucknow in the early 19th century. I have never heard of this prayer being 

used in modern Lucknow, but if Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali is to be believed, it was one of the most 

popular of the ritualized prayers of intervention in Awadh. This was due in large part to how 

effective it had been in procuring divine aid for David's nameless mother after her son was 

kidnapped by a certain idolatrous "King of Arabia" (Ali 1917, 92) who had made a habit of 

persecuting or killing any Muslim who came "within his reach" (Ali 1917, 92). 

 The story goes that, after David's mother had completed her obligations as a nurse to the 

infant son of Ja'far al-Sadiq, she returned to her village near the Iraqi city of Kufa, which Mrs. 

Mir Hasan Ali seems to erroneously suggest was the place of Ja'far al-Sadiq's residence. After 

returning to her village, David's mother was occupied with the rearing of her son, until one day, 

some "wicked emissaries of the King" (Ali 1917, 92) appeared in the village and took Daud 

away with them. David's mother, under the impression that the king would either immolate her 

son as a human sacrifice, or inter him within the foundations of a newly constructed building "as 

was known to be his [the king's] custom" (Ali 1917, 92), proceeded to the home of Ja'far al-

Sadiq. 

 Upon gaining an audience with the Imam, David's mother begged for his help in 

delivering her son from the sufferings that she knew would be inflicted upon him by "that 

wretched heathen King" (Ali 1917, 92). Ja'far al-Sadiq is then said to have taught to the woman, 

who was illiterate, the prayer that Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali calls "The Opening of Difficulties" and the 

rituals meant to accompany its recitation. Having learned the prayer, David's mother returned 
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home, and began to perform the rites in which the Imam had instructed her on the fifteenth day 

of the month of Rajab. 

 Meanwhile, in the capital, the king charged with having orchestrated Daud's abduction 

was visited by a terrifying dream in which he saw "a view of the gulf to which he was 

condemned, if he delayed the release of Daaood [Daud] from his confinement" (Ali 1917, 93). It 

is reported that, in his dream, the king saw Daud's face so clearly that there could be no mistake 

as to which one of his many captives he was to release. Waking from his dream, he promptly 

dispatched messengers bearing bags of gold to the construction site to which Daud had been sent 

to serve as a sacrifice of some sort. When the messengers arrived, they found that it was too late, 

and that Daud had already been imprisoned in the foundations of the building that was being 

built at that site. Still, the builders were ordered to tear the building down, and, in the rubble, 

they found Daud, miraculously unharmed even though he had been trapped there for three days. 

 After this incident, Daud returned to his mother's village with the bags of gold that the 

king had sent with his messengers. It was later discovered that it had, in fact, been during the 

recitation of this "Prayer of the Opening of Difficulties" that the king had had the dream in which 

he was so strongly advised to release Daud from captivity. Of course, there is nothing to indicate 

that the king derived a greater lesson from this incident and released his other Muslim captives. 

Rather, it seems that David's mother's prayer, taught to her by Ja'far al-Sadiq, was highly 

successful in resolving her individual dilemma. 

 The story of David's mother does much to reinforce the popular characterization of the 

Imams as kind and conscientious men who are willing to exert their powers as much as possible 

in order to serve the interests of their followers. In this scenario, Ja'far al-Sadiq uses his esoteric 

knowledge of the Word of God in order to affect the deliverance of the son of his son's nurse 

from those who would do him harm. This is a radical departure from how the Imams make use of 

their special knowledge of the Qur'an and the divine will in more orthodox sources. Typically, 

Imams are only depicted as employing their understanding of the secrets of the religion for two 

purposes: for the erudition of followers and scholars confused by certain matters of dogma or 

orthopraxy, or in order to provide proof of the high status accorded to them in Shi'a cosmology. 

 A good example of this latter application of the esoteric knowledge of the Imams is the 

story of Abu Hanifa's visit to the home of Ja'far al-Sadiq (which the author correctly identifies as 

being in Medina) related in (3.1). Abu Hanifa asks a young Musa al-Kazim a question about a 

traveler in a strange city needing to defecate with the intention of confounding the future Imam, 

and proving that he does not possess the profound knowledge that his father, and the supporters 

of his father, attributed to him. In providing the jurist with a very detailed response, Musa al-

Kazim provides proof that he commands a knowledge of the religion well beyond his years. 

Moreover, Musa's response to Abu Hanifa reveals that, after his ascension to his father's station 

after his death, he will be able to perform the most essential function of an Imam, that is, he will 

be able to lead the community of believers in the proper worship of God, and the observance of 

His laws. 

 In the story of the prayer of David's mother, one finds a rare instance of an Imam 

deploying his divinely inspired knowledge for different ends. Ja'far al-Sadiq did not need to 

prove his Imamhood to David's mother, and he did not need to enlighten her as to how she 

should be worshipping God and obeying His laws. In this situation, Ja'far al-Sadiq is using the 

tools of the Imamate to procure divine intervention on behalf of one of his followers. Again, it 

becomes clear through stories like this one that the popular Imami Shi'ism of South Asia extends 

the roles of the Imams to their logical ends: if one calls to the Imam, and he is there, why should 



Michael Paparozzi 
Reach Me, My Imam! 

29 

 

he not answer? If the Imam has the tools and the power necessary to intervene with God on a 

believer's behalf, why should he not make use of them? This account is consistent with the 

manner in which popular Shi'ism imagines figures like Ja'far al-Sadiq as bastions of 

righteousness, and leaders of the community of believers not just in name, but in practice. 

 

3.4 Imam Mahdi: Master of Beasts, Enemy of Counterfeiters 
 

 While the fourth section of this paper will focus exclusively on the Hidden Imam, in this 

subsection a number of events from his childhood and the Lesser Occultation will be discussed. 

As was the case in the preceding discussion of Ja'far al-Sadiq, there is one particular miracle 

attributed to the twelfth Imam that serves to portray him as a leader of the community. This 

contrasts with the handful of semi-miraculous occurrences attributed to the Imam in more 

mainstream Shi'a sources, such as Majlisi's Bihār al-Anwār, which serve no purpose other than 

to establish the Mahdi as a purveyor of justice and equity, thereby reinforcing his role in the 

grand scheme of Shi'a cosmology. 

 Much like his predecessor, Musa al-Kazim, Muhammad al-Mahdi was the target of a 

number of assassination attempts. While Shi'a tradition holds that God concealed his mother's 

pregnancy from all of the members of her household (PET 1975a, 3), and would later place him 

in a state of occultation in order to secure him from his enemies, it is still the case that the 

reigning caliph is said to have made at least two attempts on the Imam's life in the years during 

which he dwelt in his father's prison in Samarra. One of these attempts, described in a 20th 

century Pakistani biography of the Hidden Imam, occurred during the reign of the Abbasid 

caliph al-Mu'tamid, and was foiled in the most outrageous way possible. 

 One day, when the Mahdi was five years old, a group of Abbasid soldiers appeared at the 

home of Hasan al-Askari and demanded that the boy be brought before the caliph. With no 

choice but to oblige the demands of his captors, Hasan al-Askari ordered a servant of his, named 

as "Ali bin Zohamyar" (PET 1975a, 19), to bring his son to the court of al-Mu'tamid. When the 

Mahdi arrived at the court, and the caliph saw that an heir to the Imamate had, in fact, been born 

without his knowledge, he ordered his "sepoys" to "kill the boy at once" (PET 1975a, 20). 

However, the assembled soldiers found that their swords had become stuck in their scabbards. 

Not to be outdone by "the magic of the Bani Hashim" (PET 1975a, 20), al-Mu'tamid ordered that 

his personal weapon be brought out with the hope that the Mahdi's "sorcery" (PET 1975a, 20) 

would have no effect on it. 

 Naturally, al-Mu'tamid was also unable to remove his sword from its sheath, and so he 

was compelled to execute his backup plan. The caliph had three ravenous caged lions brought 

out before the court, and ordered Ali bin Zohamyar to deposit the five year old Mahdi in the cage 

with the lions. Once the Mahdi had been placed in the cage, the "kings of jungle [sic]" reared up, 

and then "bowed their heads before him [the Mahdi] and stood meekly" (PET 1975a, 21). 

Prostrating itself before the future Imam, one of the lions then recited the shahada "in fluent 

Arabic" (PET 1975a, 21). This, in itself, is not particularly unusual. Musa al-Kazim has already 

been described as having a propensity for causing goats to do the similar things. It is what 

happened next that makes this story distinct from the innumerable tales of Imams being delivered 

from danger through divine intervention. 

 After the lion had recited the shahada, he rose up, and, addressing the Mahdi, said: "O' 

Master I have a complaint to lodge before you" (PET 1975a, 21). Then, much to the 

astonishment of the caliph and his assembled "sepoys", the lion informed the five year old boy 
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that, as he was much older than them, the other two lions that shared his cage had a habit of 

snatching food away from him. The Mahdi was willing to mediate this dispute between beasts, 

and resolved the issue by instantaneously transforming the two young lions into old lions, and 

restoring youth to the old lion (PET 1975a, 22). Having seen this awesome display of power, al-

Mu'tamid allowed the boy to be released, and Ali bin Zohamyar escorted him back to his father's 

home. 

 More than perhaps any other story from the Imam's childhood, this account shows the 

young Imam's intense desire to lead the community, and his inclination towards the 

establishment of equity. In resolving this dispute between lions, the Mahdi reveals his divinely 

sanctioned authority over the world. This Pakistani tale from the time before the Lesser 

Occultation differs from many others told about the Hidden Imam in more orthodox sources, and 

in other parts of the world, in that it goes so far as to depict the Mahdi acting out his virtues, his 

major traits, and his future role as Lord of the Age. 

 As will be shown in section (4), the manner in which the Mahdi exercises his power to 

affect worldly affairs is much more direct, explicit, and personal in South Asian popular Shi'ism 

than it is in many other places. In this story, Muhammad ibn Hasan is petitioned, and responds 

immediately and effectively to the petitioner's request. The result is plain for all to see, and 

indeed, all those present are astounded. The significance of this in the characterization of the 

Hidden Imam in South Asia is plain to see when this miracle is compared to the so-called 

miracles reported by the preeminent Safavid scholar Muhammad Baqir Majlisi in the volume of 

his definitive Bihār al-Anwār dealing with the occultation of the twelfth Imam. 

 After providing a few narrations on the occultation of the Mahdi and the occultations of 

various prophets, Majlisi's Kitāb al-Ghaybat promises the reader an account of "his [the Imam's] 

miracles manifested" (Majlisi 2010, 130). However, Majlisi's miracles are something of a 

departure from the more striking acts of intervention that have been discussed thus far. The 

miracles discussed in this volume of the Bihār al-Anwār are quite simple in form. In some 

narrations from the Lesser Occultation, the Mahdi alerts one of his followers, through the agency 

of one of his safīrs
40

, of some impending disaster-- for example, he advises one man who intends 

to perform the hajj that he should not participate in the pilgrimage that year unless he goes with 

the final caravan departing for Mecca. The Imam provides no reason for this advice, but the man 

follows it anyway, and is saved from a horde of Qaramita who slaughter everyone travelling to 

Mecca with the earlier caravans (Majlisi 2010, 130). In the same manner, Majlisi later reports 

that the Imam predicted that the death of the father of his fourth safīr would occur in 280 AH. 

When the year 280 arrives, the Imam has a kafan
41

 sent to the man, who promptly dies two 

months later (Majlisi 2010, 140).  

 Many of Majlisi's miracles, though, do not deal with this sort of issue, but instead amount 

to anecdotes of various financial activities taking place amongst the Imam's followers. In one 

'miracle', a man from the city of Astarabad is travelling to "al-'Askar" (Majlisi 2010, 131), 

presumably the prison camp of the city of Samarra, while carrying some money on his person 

that he intends to offer to the Imam. At the gate of al-'Askar, he is confronted by a nondescript 

"bondmaid or page" (Majlisi 2010, 131), who tells him to deposit with him or her the offering 

that he has brought. The man from Astarabad tells the page that he has nothing, and the page 

leaves, only to reappear later to inform him that he had in his possession "thirty dinars in a green 

                                                           
40

 Arabic: سفير "plenipotentiary", referring to the four agents through which the Imam communicated with the 

community during the Lesser Occultation. 
41

 Urdu: کفن - a sheet used for wrapping dead bodies. 



Michael Paparozzi 
Reach Me, My Imam! 

31 

 

enfolder, one of which is a Syrian dinar" (Majlisi 2010, 131), as well as a ring. Surely enough, 

the man had exactly thirty dinars, one of which was Syrian, and a ring, which he had theretofore 

forgotten that he had placed in the enfolder. The man hands the money to the page, who has 

presumably been informed of the size of his offering by the omniscient Imam, and is allowed to 

keep the ring, which he had not intended to donate to the Imam. 

 There are more than a few 'miracles' of this sort described in the Bihār al-Anwār. In 

another narration, 480 dirhams are given to a man by various people, seemingly to be sent to the 

Imam as a donation. The man decides to round the sum up to 500 dirhams using twenty dirhams 

of his own money. When he sends the 500 dirhams to a man named "Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-

Qummi" (Majlisi 2010, 131), who is presumably an associate of the Imam, twenty of the dirhams 

are sent back to him, even though he told no one that he had made such an addition to the 

donation. 

 After this, another source of Majlisi's reports that there was a man named Ahmad ibn Abi 

Ruh (with seemingly no relation to the third of the four safīrs) who was given a bag full of 

money by a local woman. The woman told him not to give the bag, which she said contained ten 

dinars and jewelry worth another ten dinars, to anyone except the one who knew the value of the 

bag's contents. She then told Ahmad ibn Abi Ruh that her mother, on the day of her wedding, 

had borrowed ten dinars from someone. She wanted to repay this loan, but she did not know 

from whom her mother had borrowed the money, and so she wanted to ibn Abi Ruh to ask the 

Imam. Ahmad ibn Abi Ruh then goes to "the house of Abu Muhammad [Hasan al-Askari]" 

(Majlisi 2010, 132) and, before he can enter, is confronted by a maid who hands him a note. The 

note informs him that the woman lied to him about the value of the bag's contents, and that it 

really contained the large sum of one thousand dirhams and fifty dinars in cash, and ten dinars in 

jewelry. The note also informs him that his uncle has just died and that he has inherited his 

estate. Ahmad ibn Abi Ruh then goes to get the bag weighed, and finds that it does appear to 

contain the amount specified in the note handed to him in front of the Imam's house. He gives the 

bag to the maid, then returns home to find that his uncle had, in fact, died and left him his estate. 

 Finally, in what is perhaps my favorite 'miracle' from the Bihār al-Anwār, Majlisi 

describes a man who has "some commodities [to be offered to the Imam] as religious dues" 

(Majlisi 2010, 133). Amongst these commodities is a gold bracelet. Upon delivering the goods, 

the man is ordered to break the gold bracelet, and he discovers that it is not pure gold-- rather, it 

contains "bits of iron and copper and brass" (Majlisi 2010, 133). The Imam's emissary then 

accepts the gold from the bracelet, and leaves the other materials behind with the man. 

 These monetary miracles should not be taken to mean that the Mahdi was overly 

concerned with money, and that he would not accept counterfeit jewelry as religious dues, but as 

demonstrating the Imam's sense of equity and the penetrating insight he has into worldly affairs 

and men's motives. When twenty of the 500 dinars are refunded, or when the man from 

Astarabad is allowed to keep his ring, the Imam demonstrates that he is fair, and just, and has no 

desire to take what is not his, or what was not willfully gifted to him. When he predicts the death 

of his safīr's father, and reveals to Ahmad ibn Abi Ruh how the woman who gave him the bag of 

money had deceived him, he demonstrates that he has a precise and comprehensive knowledge 

of the affairs of his community. 

 However, it is important to note that in none of these examples does the Imam employ his 

skills in order to intervene in the personal affairs of one of his followers. Perhaps it can be 

argued that he does this when he advises the would-be pilgrim to only perform the hajj with the 

last caravan, but this is a simple prediction-- it is an entirely lazy application of the powers 
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ascribed to the Imam in popular South Asian Shi'ism. Even in the popular Shi'ism of modern 

Iran, which will be discussed in (4), the Mahdi tends to deliver people from danger in much more 

dramatic ways. 

 Majlisi's miracles, like those popularly ascribed to the various intercessors in South Asia, 

are only brought up in order to reinforce the author's characterization of the twelfth Imam. In the 

Bihār al-Anwār, the Mahdi is wise, and the Mahdi is just, but he is also somewhat aloof. During 

the Lesser Occultation, he holds back, he does not perform to his full potential. Much of the 

content of the Kitāb al-Ghaybat deals with the zuhūr
42

 and the epic ways in which the Mahdi 

"will rise and fill [the earth] with justice" (Majlisi 2010, 10). When Majlisi describes the rule of 

the Mahdi to occur after the zuhūr, he writes that a time will come when "men would rise and 

ask, 'O' Mahdi, give me something.' He would say, 'Take.'" (Majlisi 2010, 78). This suggests the 

infinite capacity of the final Imam to provide for his people, a topic that has been greatly 

expanded upon by many other authors. Yet, the acts of the Mahdi during the Lesser Occultation 

are often rather mundane in Majlisi's Shi'ism. 

 In the gulf between Majlisi's account of the Mahdi performing the miraculous equivalent 

of guessing the number of jellybeans in a jar, and the Pakistani account of him using his absolute 

spiritual authority to arbitrate a dispute amongst lions, one finds the essence of the discrepancy in 

how the Imams are perceived in the high Shi'ism of the 'ulama, and how they are perceived in the 

popular Shi'ism of South Asia. In India and Pakistan, the Imams are not supremely serene beings 

who, for motives too convoluted for mortals to understand, have incredible insight into the 

actions and motives of men, but decline to use this knowledge for the benefit of their followers. 

Rather, in ascribing such astounding miracles to the twelve Imams, Hazrat 'Abbas, and, as shall 

be shown in the following subsection, the prophet Khizr, the intercessors are in a way 

humanized. They become good men who, upon finding that they have the power to help their 

friends and followers, make use of that power for the greater good of the Shi'a community. 

 

3.5 The Continued Adventures of the Prophet Khizr 
 

 The prophet Khizr is a mysterious figure. Though he is not named in the text, Khizr is 

often associated with the wise man encountered by the prophet Musa in sura al-Kahf (see Q 

18:64-81). He is also a popular figure amongst mystics, and certain orientalists, who have been 

quick to associate him with various figures in the religions of other ancient Semitic peoples 

(Islamic Encyclopedia 2013). Certainly, Khizr is poorly understood, and this may contribute to 

the fact that the Shi'a do not usually associate him with the sort of direct, dramatic acts of 

intercession discussed above. 

 However, the position is almost universally held amongst the Shi'a of South Asia that 

Khizr remains alive, and continues to roam the earth, sharing his wisdom with those who 

encounter him. His tremendous age is often cited as evidence that the Mahdi still lives. One 

source estimates Khizr's age to be 4,000 years, also claiming that he "reaches every direction to 

help the creatures" (PET 1975a, 71). He is also said to attend to the hajj yearly, along with the 

prophet Elias, and Imam Mahdi (PET 1975a, 61). The Bihār al-Anwār even goes so far as to 

assert that God has granted Khizr so long a life out of His desire to prove to the community of 

believers that His Imam might live for just as long (Majlisi 2010, 125). Although the opinion is 
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widely held that Khizr is alive, and that his primary function is to help those in need, the Shi'a of 

South Asia often seem to be hesitant to identify him as an intercessor. 

 There is, of course, one famous story of Khizr appearing alongside the Mahdi and 

offering prayer in a place outside of Qom before instructing a passing man to build a mosque on 

the spot (Betteridge 2013). Beyond this, there are some occurrences loosely associated with 

Khizr. Unidentified men clad in green are a frequent trope in stories of intercession involving the 

physical appearance of the intercessor, but, at least in Iran, the twelve Imams are also identified 

as sometimes wearing green when they appear in visions (Paparozzi 2013). There may also be a 

connection between Khizr and something called the Jazīrà-yi Khizr
43

 in Persian, which will be a 

major topic of discussion in section (4). This "island of Khizr" is an island that some in modern 

India believe to be the place in which the Mahdi bides his time, waiting for the right moment to 

reappear. Though Khizr himself is never, as far as I have found, mentioned in connection with 

the island that bears his name, there is at least one report dating back to the Safavid era of a 

Khizr-like sage magically transporting an Iranian scholar to this island (PET 1975a, 73). 

 Somewhat strangely, in his Bihār al-Anwār, Majlisi relates a story about Khizr being 

killed and resurrected by Dajjal, the Islamic anti-Christ, on the authority of the famous compiler 

of hadith, Muslim, and another figure named "Abu Ishaq Ibrahim ibn Sa'd" (Majlisi 2010, 87). 

The Bihār al-Anwār seems to make the claim that, some time towards the end of times, Khizr 

will find Dajjal loitering in Medina, and will identify him as "the Dajjal about whom the 

Messenger of Allah has spoken to us" (Majlisi 2010, 86). Dajjal will then kill Khizr and bring 

him back from the dead in order to convince the people of Medina that he is not Dajjal, and then 

Khizr, in some way that is not immediately clear from the text, will expose Dajjal's apparent 

miracle as a fraud (Majlisi 2010, 87). Majlisi also cites an anecdote attributed to Hasan al-Askari 

in which Khizr and the equally mysterious Dhu'l Qarnayn are cited as proof of the ability of a 

man chosen by God to enter into "prolonged occultation" (Majlisi 2011, 438). Majlisi's Bihār al-

Anwār is also sometimes cited as a source of stories about the aforementioned "island of Khizr" 

(PET 1975a, 72), but none of the three volumes that make up the Kitāb al-Ghaybat seem to 

address the subject. 

 Ultimately, this all does very little to resolve the mystery of who Khizr is, and how he 

functions as an intercessor. Unlike the Imams, Khizr does not seem to have much of an aptitude 

for performing miracles. Instead, his intercession seems to come more often in the form of 

dispensing wisdom on subjects that might otherwise be difficult to grasp. Given his relationship 

with the prophet Musa, specifically, the manner in which Musa had trouble recognizing the 

wisdom of Khizr's actions described in sura al-Kahf (Majlisi 2011, 497), this is not all that 

astounding. 

 The prophet Khizr is an odd case, whose role in the popular Shi'ism of South Asia needs 

to be evaluated in more depth. The lack of information available on Khizr's character, biography, 

and canonical actions outside of the Qur'an and hadith literature may contribute to a general 

hesitancy to identify Khizr as an intercessor, or to invoke his name in seeking divine 

intervention. It is definitely clear that Khizr uses his gifts of a prolonged life and the knowledge 

bestowed upon him by God to help people, as would be expected of him given the nature of 

South Asian popular Shi'ism as characterized in this paper. What is unclear is how, what, and 

why Khizr uses his special relationship with God to influence worldly affairs. 
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3.6 A Duty to Perform Miracles: The Imams as Priests 
 

 Thus far it has been contended that the intercessors are expected to perform miracles. 

Rather, it is reasonable to expect them to function as purveyors of miracles because they enjoy a 

special rapport with God that allows them to perform acts of intercession, and because what is 

known about their characters leads one to believe that, if they had the power to intercede, then 

they would intercede. Musa al-Kazim is bāb al-havāij because of his willingness to help people 

in life. If, as a martyr, he had the power to continue his life's work after death, why would he not 

take advantage of it? 

 Moreover, I argue that, in a certain way, ascribing a proclivity for the miraculous to the 

twelve Imams, and various other intercessors, humanizes them. Note the simplicity of the 

motives of Imam Musa al-Kazim in the popular Shi'ism of South Asia: he likes to help people, 

he is able to help people, and so he helps people. This is a departure from the serene Imams of 

Iran, or the strangely reserved Imam Mahdi of the Bihār al-Anwār. This view of the Imams casts 

them as less human, and more divine, given the emphasis on their esoteric knowledge, and their 

apparent lack of concern for certain aspects of worldly affairs. Recall that Iranians turn to 'Abbas 

in order to ensure that agreements are not entered into in bad faith-- the Imams are much too 

removed from the world of violence and deceit to strike a man dead for breaking a promise, 

whereas 'Abbas, as he is not an Imam, is free to do so (Betteridge 2013). 

 I have also argued that, through performing acts of intercession, the Imams become much 

more active in the leadership of their community. In South Asia, their primary function is not as 

objects of contemplation during majlises, or symbols around which to rally. The Imams lend a 

certain "practicality" to Shi'ism, because they serve as mediators in one's personal relationship 

with God. To maintain such a relationship with an omnipotent being so far beyond the grasp of 

the human intellect without mediation might seem daunting to some. The Imams relieve some of 

this pressure. In devotion to a particular Imam, or a particular shrine, as was seen in the tale of 

'Abbas and the shopkeeper, one finds oneself in a clearly defined place in the hierarchy that 

separates men from the angels, and the angels from God. 

 This places a much greater emphasis on the idea of the Imams as guides "through [whom] 

[God's] religion will be established, and [God's] codes observed, and [God's] rules executed" 

(Majlisi 2010, 58). By ascribing the Imams the power to perform miracles, which is, in essence, 

the real power to directly influence worldly affairs, the Shi'a of South Asia are expanding upon 

their religion's cosmology, and giving the Imams the tools that they need to perform in their 

capacity as leaders and guides. This is especially true of the twelfth Imam, who is hailed as Lord 

of the Age. When an Imam arbitrates a dispute amongst lions, or restores sight to a blind man in 

Allahabad, the Imam is actively exercising the authority allocated to him by God. But these acts 

of intercession should not be read as nothing more than embellishment upon the role of the 

Imams as the Hujja, the living proof, of God. 

 In many religions, miracles are often read as the means through which God establishes 

His authority amongst the people, or a holy man proves that he enjoys a special relationship with 

the divine. Psalm 77 contains a line reading: "You are the God who does wonders; You have 

declared Your strength amongst the peoples" (Book of Psalms 77:14), making very clear the 

connection between the working of miracles and the assertion of divine strength. The miracles of 

the Imams are less about proof, and more about dominance. A penchant for intercession may 

very well serve to mark someone as specially favored by God, placing that individual above 
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ordinary men, but below God himself-- an important position in the tripartite hierarchy of 

traditional Indo-European religions, such as Hinduism and Zoroastrianism. 

 In Shi'ism, the Imams "function as mediators between [God] and laymen, as interpreters 

of religious beliefs and as officiants at ritual" (Misra 1978, 48). Indeed, this idea is firmly rooted 

in the traditions of the Prophet himself. In his Bihār al-Anwār, Majlisi offers a hadith, narrated 

on the authority of Ibn 'Abbas, which is quoted above (Majlisi 2010, 58), clearly establishing the 

Imams as authorities on the interpretation of religious beliefs, and the ones tasked with 

officiating over the rituals prescribed by God's laws. The miracles described in this paper clearly 

depict the manner in which the Imams stand as "mediators between [God] and laymen". 

However, the quoted material used in this paragraph to describe the function of the Imams is not 

taken from a book on Shi'ism. It is quoted from Padma Misra's Evolution of the Brahmin Class, 

and describes the role of the Hindu priesthood in Vedic society. 

 Even in more mainstream Shi'ism, the Imams share much in common with Brahmins. 

One writer, in discussing the importance of the Brahmin caste to many aspects of Hindu ritual, 

asserts that a Brahmin's "knowledge of [sacred texts] invests the Brahman with a supernatural 

power" (O'Malley 1935, 190), from which he gains his monopoly on the performance of certain 

rites and rituals. The Brahmins, who are traditionally construed as the supreme authority on the 

propitiation of the Hindu gods, derive their authority from their comprehensive knowledge of the 

sacred books. Of course, the Brahmins were not believed to have been born with some esoteric 

knowledge of the Vedas-- rather, the Brahmins, who were traditionally the only caste to have 

access to scripture, written or transmitted orally, "cleverly distorted" (Misra 1978, 4) religious 

literature to reinforce their own importance and supremacy over the other castes. Compare this to 

the Shi'i belief in the divinely inspired nature of the Imams' knowledge of law and ritual, and 

their status as the preservers, rather than the distorters, of the true Islam. 

 However, there are those in India who hold that the twelve Imams were possessors of a 

special Qur'an, compiled by Imam 'Ali, which no one outside of the members of the house of the 

Prophet and the caliph Umar is said to have read. Mrs. Mir Hasan Ali reports this tale, saying 

that, at the time of the compilation of the Qur'an, 'Ali committed himself to the task of writing 

his own account of the revelations received by the Prophet Muhammad (Ali 1917, 71). When he 

had finished his work, he brought the book before Umar, who "treated him with some indignity" 

(Ali 1917, 71), and dismissed the Imam from his court. Before leaving, though, Hazrat 'Ali 

remarks that "he never intended it [his Qur'an] should be 'the Book for the People'" (Ali 1917, 

71). 'Ali's Qur'an was then passed from generation to generation amongst his eleven descendants, 

until it vanished from the earth with the Hidden Imam, to remain unseen until the Mahdi's return. 

This all suggests that there are, in fact, those who regard the Imams as holding a monopoly on an 

esoteric text to which ordinary people have never been allowed access. 

 Adopting the popular view of the intercessors described herein, one can see how figures 

like the Imams and Hazrat 'Abbas could be said to resemble Hinduism's priestly caste. In the 

traditional hierarchy of Vedic Hinduism, the gods were the ultimate possessors of spiritual power 

and authority. The Brahmins, existing a step below them, were the ones responsible for 

propitiating the deities. In this role, the Brahmins acquired something of the ability to access and 

make use of the divine power of the gods. In a traditional medieval Hindu kingdom, the 

particular deity associated with the state was understood to be the real controller of the land, its 

resources, and its people (Eaton 2012). The deity, through the agency of the Brahmins, would 
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then lend out its divine authority to the king who, belonging to the kshatriya
44

 caste. Due to the 

king's spilling of the blood of his foes, he was considered too impure to access the gods himself 

(Eaton 2012), hence the necessity of a class of priests to act as mediators in his relationship with 

the state deity, the true lord of his kingdom. 

 Islam, of course, has no priesthood, and offers the layman unrestricted access to God. 

However, in the popular religion of South Asia, the intercessors appear to act as priests, as 

Brahmins even. Those to whom the ability to intervene in worldly affairs is ascribed occupy the 

same cosmological tier occupied by the Brahmins in Hinduism. While the layman can, in 

practice, pursue his own relationship with God without the help of the Imams, the intercessors do 

have special access to God, given their status as martyrs as per Sura al-Imran (see (2.5)), or as 

God's own chosen Imams or prophets. Moreover, the close relationships that the intercessors 

have with God give them the power to direct His spiritual power and authority to their own ends. 

Like Brahmins, the intercessors are able to propitiate God in ways that a layman cannot. 

 I do not mean to suggest that the function accorded to the intercessors in the popular 

Shi'ism described herein is a Hindu interpolation. The intercessors simply have qualities that 

allow them to slide naturally into the spot in the cosmological hierarchy occupied by Brahmins 

in Vedic Hinduism, but left empty in Islam. This represents, perhaps, a parallel development in 

Shi'ism. When the Imams become the agents through whom miracles are performed, they assume 

some of the duties of the priestly class that exists in so many other religions. 

 Here, one is able to see exactly what makes popular Shi'ism a more "practical" alternative 

to "Muhammad's" Sunni beliefs. In South Asia, the Imams are not mere icons. In performing acts 

of intercession, they become human, they become leaders, and they become connected with the 

people. Popular Shi'ism offers a priest-like class of individuals who do not exist in Islam outside 

of the popular religion, where they might take the form of Imams, martyrs, prophets, or Sufi 

saints. If called upon, these individuals can direct God's spiritual power to the benefit of the 

believer. The intercessors are special men with a special relationship with God, elevating them to 

a level above ordinary men, but beneath divinity. This creates a cosmological scheme that looks 

strikingly different from the one found in orthodox Sunni Islam, or even in what has been 

described herein as the 'high' Shi'ism of the mujtahids. 

 It has been illustrated that, in the mind of Allamah Majlisi, the Imams have a very 

particular cosmological role to fill. They are, in a sense, an extension of God, in that they are His 

Hujja, His "viceregent" (Majlisi 2010, 58) on earth. They have a duty to inform the people of 

how to properly revere Him and obey His laws. The Mahdi returns to usher in the ultimate 

triumph of His Islam, but the Hidden Imam is little more than God's pawn in Majlisi's view. The 

Imams are tools through which God acts, whereas in the popular Shi'ism of South Asia, they are 

individual actors. Majlisi's Mahdi is reserved, performing only a very restricted set of miracles 

meant to establish him as wise and equitable. In contrast to this, the Mahdi, as he is understood 

in Pakistan, uses the full extent of his power to perform the most outrageous of miracles, and in 

front of the caliph, no less. 

 Most of all, Majlisi's Mahdi waits passively in occultation, until God causes the star that 

will signal his return to appear (Majlisi 2010, 66). The South Asian Mahdi, as will be seen in the 

next section, continues to act, continues to lead, and continues to make his influence felt in the 

affairs of the believers. In South Asian popular Shi'ism, the Imams are the living proof of God, 

but they prove Him through their continued propitiation of Him. In performing acts of 
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intervention, they uphold the mandate of those who occupy this secondary tier of the threefold 

cosmology. The intercessors carry out their duties through the performance of miracles, and are 

simultaneously bound by duty to perform miracles. 

 

4.0 Muhammad ibn Hasan: Lord of the Jazīrà-yi Khizr 
 

 As the present Imam of the Age, it stands to reason that the Hidden Imam would most 

embody the manner in which the Imams are characterized throughout section (3). While this is 

very much the case, popular perception of the Hidden Imam in South Asia presents a particular 

challenge to the manner in which he is depicted in more formal Shi'isms. Even in the popular 

Shi'ism of Iraq, the Mahdi is perceived as being hidden "in a place close to God, along with 

Jesus" (Paparozzi 2012), and very much beyond reach. 

 Indeed, the Bihār al-Anwār offers images of the Mahdi as "the bright comet [that] will 

appear... from the east" (Majlisi 2011, 159), and as a bright star in the night sky that, after 

vanishing for many years, suddenly reappears much to the amazement of all those who behold it 

(Majlisi 2010, 66). This Mahdi is far off as well, appearing only when the appointed time has 

come for him to fill the world with justice. In fact, Hasan al-Askari himself is reported to have 

said, in regards to the Greater Occultation of the twelfth Imam, that "God will hide His friend 

[the Imam] from the people and conceal him from his slaves, and no one shall see him until 

Gabriel brings forward his horse for him to ride and rise" (Sachedina 1981, 82). 

 It is most certainly this view of a distant and unreachable Hidden Imam that dominates 

mainstream mahdavīyyat
45

. Incidentally, this view, which represents Shi'i orthodoxy, is the 

complete inverse of the popular South Asian view on the Imam of the Age. The role of the 

Hidden Imam in the popular piety of India and Pakistan is a striking departure from the norm. It 

might even be fitting to say that the construction of the Mahdi in a city like Lucknow or Karachi 

is the most unique aspect of the popular Imami Shi'ism practiced in the subcontinent. As has 

been hinted at, in South Asia, the Hidden Imam is present, active, and in occultation only in the 

sense that he is only seen if he desires to be seen. Those who search for him often find him, and I 

have even heard one account of a man who, for all intents and purposes, set up an appointment to 

meet with the Hidden Imam, in the flesh, in Lucknow-- not once, but twice (Paparozzi 2012). 

 The following subsections explore an area that has, for the most part, previously been left 

untouched by scholarship on Shi'ism in South Asia. This is the story of a 'Hidden' Imam who 

sees, and is seen, who foils the plots of devious Sunni wazirs, and holds audiences with the shah 

of Iran. This is an Imam who has raised a family of his own, and come to inhabit a mysterious 

island situated in the Bermuda Triangle (Paparozzi 2012). This is an Imam who takes his 

obligations as Sāhib-i Zamān seriously-- an Imam who, in some respects, has already begun his 

reign, and is nearer to the believer than his jugular vein. 

 

4.1 Imam Mahdi: Reach Me! - Finding the Hidden Imam 

 

 Some of my sources in Lucknow were more in touch with the Shi'a establishment, and 

thusly more orthodox in their beliefs, than others. While some believed that the Hidden Imam 

would be willing to meet with whosoever left a note addressed to him in the right place 

(Paparozzi 2012), others argued that only those having attained the highest accomplishments in 
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the science of jurisprudence could enjoy the privilege of meeting the Imam in person (Paparozzi 

2013). However, all sources were in agreement that the Hidden Imam can be found if he is 

earnestly sought. 

 It is also commonly agreed upon that water is an effective medium through which to 

reach the Lord of the Age. Water is, of course, significant in its role as a purifying agent in both 

Islamic tradition and Iranian folklore. In the former, water is used for ritual ablutions, and 

endowed with an impressive ability to erase sin. In both Ismaili and Imami literature, water is 

often associated with knowledge, and God is believed to have created it first before raising the 

heavens and earth from out the depths of the ocean (Poonawala 1982). In Iranian folklore, water 

is also associated with purification, and there exist a number of folk remedies involving the use 

of water to wash away illness. In Iran, prayers will also sometimes be written on a slip of paper 

using saffron powder before the slips are placed in a glass of water, the writing is allowed to 

dissolve, and the resulting mixture is consumed (Betteridge 2013). 

 In India and Pakistan, 

running water serves as a means of 

transmitting messages and petitions 

to the Hidden Imam. In Lucknow, 

especially on the 15th Sha'aban, the 

anniversary of the Imam's birth, 

'arīzàs
46

 are deposited in the Gomti 

river, a tributary of the Ganges that 

flows through the center of 

Lucknow (Paparozzi 2012). 'Arīzàs 

may also be rolled up in balls of 

āʈā
47

 and buried (Paparozzi 2013). 

A similar practice exists in Iran, 

wherein 'arīzàs are thrown into a 

well outside of Tehran in order to 

reach the Mahdi (Betteridge 2013), 

but it is worth noting that, in 

Lucknow, 'arīzàs are rarely placed in 

standing water. Unlike in Iran, 'arīzàs are also less frequently deposited at shrines dedicated to 

an Imam or other intercessor. There is a noticeable preference towards placing the slips in water. 

 There came to me one particularly noteworthy report, of which I have already spoken, of 

a man who, desiring to meet the twelfth Imam in order to see whether or not he was real, placed 

an 'arīzà in the Gomti, explicitly asking the Hidden Imam to appear before him (Paparozzi 

2012). Not only did the Mahdi oblige this man's request and appear on cue, but the man 

performed the same stunt a second time and succeeded in procuring a second meeting with the 

Lord of the Age. Unfortunately, what transpired at this second meeting is not known to me, but it 

is my understanding that the first was conducted out of a curiousness to see whether or not the 

Imam would appear (Paparozzi 2012). 
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 Naturally, there are others who assert that the Hidden Imam is much stricter in choosing 

to whom it is that he appears. Nazim, the same seminary student mentioned in (2.5), originally 

denied that anyone could possibly meet the Imam in person during the period of the Greater 

Occultation. However, he later confessed to me that the Imam sometimes exposes himself to the 

greatest scholars of the age, though there was no one in Lucknow learned enough to be deserving 

of his attention (Paparozzi 2013). Even though he did not see himself as a candidate for a visit 

from the Mahdi, Nazim did also teach to me an incantation used to invoke the Imam's aid, before 

informing me that the zuhūr would most certainly occur on a Friday, and that the Mahdi would, 

upon his return, cause precious metals to rise up from the earth in order to put an end to poverty 

(Paparozzi 2013). 

 Now, whereas Imam 'Ali and Imam Hussein are most commonly invoked with a simple 

yā 'Alī!, or yā Hussein! (I have actually seen the latter engraved on a lemonade pitcher), the 

intervention of Imam Mahdi is solicited using an Arabic phrase: Yā Imām Mahdī, adriknā
48

. 

According to Dr. Scott Lucas, a noted expert in hadith studies, the Arabic adriknā can be 

interpreted as "reach me", "be in my presence", or even "be contemporary with me". Certainly, 

this language is indicative of the closeness that even those who do not believe that they can meet 

the Hidden Imam feel towards him. Unlike the other Imams, when his intervention is desired, he 

is asked to be close at hand, to be present even if his presence cannot be perceived by the senses. 

 In a manner similar to the other intercessors, the Mahdi also has specific sites in 

Lucknow that are associated with him. Oddly, the most notable of these sites is a ceremonial 

cemetery that seems to have no name other than the Ghārwālī Karbalā
49

, the "cave-having" 

Karbala. Even though the Hidden Imam is not a martyred Imam, his primary shrine in Lucknow 

is located in a graveyard, and, according to one source, ta'zīyàs are buried there on 15 Sha'aban 

to mark his vilādat
50

 (Paparozzi 2013). In the eponymous ghār (cave) located at this site, there is 

a series of rooms meant to be a replica of the prison at Samarra from which he disappeared at the 

beginning of the Lesser Occultation. 

 When visiting the Gharwali Karbala, people leave offerings of money, flowers, and 

sweetmeats, as is standard for visitors to almost any Muslim or Hindu shrine in India. There is 

also a well into which cādors are dropped (Paparozzi 2013). This brings to mind the 

aforementioned deposit of 'arīzàs into the well in Iran, but the two practices cannot be said to be 

completely parallel with one another. Cādors are usually placed on the graves of Sufi saints. I 

cannot recall any instances in which I have seen one being placed on a ta'zīyà, or even an actual 

tomb inside a shrine or imāmbāɽà. The tale of the Gharwali Karbala, with its strange blend of 

'azādārī for a living Imam, and Sufi tomb-worship, is made all the more stranger by the fact that 

no one with whom I spoke seems to know anything about the shrine, who built it, when it was 

built, or why it is associated with the Mahdi. The best conjecture offered to me was that it was 

purpose-built as a replica of the prison of Hasan al-Askari, like Lucknow's Shah Najaf 

imāmbāɽà, which is a full sized reproduction of the tomb of Imam 'Ali at Najaf (Paparozzi 

2013). 

 Although it is believed that the Mahdi, like the prophet Khizr, has a tendency to roam 

"the wilds and forests" (Ali 1917, 76) of the world, there are those who, rather than attempting to 

secure a meeting with him on their own terms, travel, usually to the shrine cities of Iraq, Medina, 

or Mecca, in order to seek him out. There are a number of accounts of Indian men travelling to 
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Karbala and Najaf in order to actively seek the Hidden Imam-- this is not an issue of devotees 

performing zīyārat only to receive a surprise visit from the Lord of the Age. If one searches for 

the Hidden Imam, one may very well find him. 

 In accordance with Nazim's assertion that only the very educated are able to meet the 

Mahdi, some of these stories are about prominent Shi'a scholars. For instance, a Pakistani 

biography of the twelfth Imam reports that the great Safavid mystic, Mir Damad, once required 

the help of the Lord of the Age with some problem, and so he went to the tomb of Imam 'Ali at 

Najaf, and placed an 'arīzà on the Imam's grave. A voice then instructs the mujtahid to proceed 

to a nearby mosque where the Mahdi just so happened to be praying at that moment. Upon 

reaching the mosque, its gates automatically swung wide open, allowing Mir Damad to enter, 

discuss his problem with the Imam, and "return happy" (PET 1975a, 63). 

 Perhaps more interesting than this are those stories in which the Hidden Imam allows 

himself to be found by ordinary people. There exists one account of "an Indian named Ghanam" 

(PET 1975a, 62) who, in order to find the Mahdi, decides to travel to Baghdad. In Baghdad, 

Ghanam is crossing a bridge when he is approached by the Hidden Imam, who he immediately 

recognizes. The Mahdi then addresses Ghanam in Hindi, and tells him that, if it were to cross his 

mind, he should not perform the hajj in that year, "lest something of untowards happens with him 

[sic]" (PET 1975a, 62). The story of Ghanam is interesting not only in that it depicts a man who 

actively seeks the Hidden Imam, only to find him in Baghdad, but also in that Ghanam 

recognizes the Imam upon meeting him. 

 In some less liberal circles, it is taught that "every Momin once meets Imam Mehdi, but 

he cannot recognize the Divine Leader if it is not willed by God" (PET 1975a, 62). This belief 

commonly takes a somewhat more restrictive form, with the above proposition being altered to 

preclude anyone from recognizing the Imam upon meeting him. The aforementioned Nazim is of 

the opinion that anyone who does chance to meet the Imam will not recognize him, excepting, of 

course, the greatest of scholars (Paparozzi 2013). It should also be added that the belief that the 

Mahdi attends the hajj every year is prevalent in South Asia, and this creates a situation in which 

Nazim's two apparently conflicting claims about meeting the Mahdi are able to be reconciled 

with one another: the most learned men are the only ones to whom the Imam can be bothered to 

appear, but others might bump into him in a place like Mecca, though they will not recognize 

him. Though the role of the Mahdi as an intercessor in Iran will be discussed later, the belief is 

also present in the popular Shi'ism of the country that nobody who meets the Imam will 

recognize that they met with him until after the fact (Betteridge 2013). 

 

4.2 Politics of the Hidden Imam 

 

 Now that it has been established that, in South Asia, it is believed that one can meet with 

the Hidden Imam in person, it becomes prudent to explore in some detail two instances in which 

the Mahdi is said to have appeared before a believer in order to directly intervene in his affairs. 

Perhaps this language is misleading-- meetings with the Mahdi can be divided into two types: 

instructive meetings in which he divulges secrets of religious doctrine or advice, and meetings in 

which the Imam employs his ability to direct the will of God to solve a problem. The two events 

presented in this section are of the second and first type, respectively. 

 Interestingly, while these two accounts are drawn from two separate Pakistani sources, 

neither relates a meeting with the Hidden Imam that actually takes place in South Asia. The first 

takes place in Bahrain, while the second takes place in Iran. However, both incidents are very 
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South Asian in the manner in which they unfold, and are uncorroborated in Bahraini or Iranian 

sources. In fact, I have uncovered no evidence that these types of stories are told in Bahrain at 

all. In the source from which this first tale is taken, it is written that this story is "famous in 

Bahrain" (PET 1975a, 67), and that the grave of the man who is said to have met with the Mahdi 

has become something of a shrine. However, given the reimagining of Bahrain's colonial history 

contained in it, and the fact that the Bihār al-Anwār, which is cited as the tale's source (PET 

1975a, 67), was written over a century before the event reportedly took place, I am tempted to 

say that a good portion of the tale is fabricated, or has at least been interpreted in a 

characteristically Pakistani way. Still, even if the story is a South Asian invention, it is still 

relevant to the present discussion of perceptions of the Hidden Imam in the Indian subcontinent. 

 This story of what I shall call 'the pomegranate affair' takes place immediately after the 

British "conquered" Bahrain, and installed their own "viceroy" to rule over the island (PET 

1975a, 64). In this alternative history of the small state of Bahrain, the British, failing to realize 

the difference between Sunni and Shi'a Muslims, installed "a clever Sunni" (PET 1975a, 64) to 

rule the predominantly Shi'i island on their behalf. The viceroy then, in turn, appointed another 

Sunni partisan as his chief minister. Naturally, this chief minister harbored a deep-seated enmity 

towards the party of 'Ali, and quickly devised a plan by which he hopes to convince the Shi'a of 

Bahrain to abandon their religion. 

 The chief minister's plan was to recruit a master forger to engrave the names of the 

Rashidun caliphs in a pomegranate so as to make it look as if the names had appeared there 

through some miracle of nature. This plan, which, upon first glance, seems rather confounding, 

was actually a very clever stratagem in order to convince the "Shi'a sages" (PET 1975a, 65) of 

Bahrain to publically renounce their faith. The Qur'an advises the believer to look to nature for 

signs of God's will and purposes in creating the earth. The Sunnis also believe that Abu Bakr, 

Umar, Uthman, and 'Ali were selected by God to rule over the Muslim empire according to their 

merits. In the Sunni view, Abu Bakr was the best candidate to succeed the Prophet as leader of 

the umma, and so God chose him to be the first caliph. Umar reigned second because his 

qualifications were superior to those of Uthman and 'Ali, and so forth. Therefore, if the names of 

the Rashidun were found to be inscribed by nature in a piece of fruit, it would serve as irrefutable 

evidence that God had willed Abu Bakr to be Muhammad's successor, and not Imam 'Ali. Of 

course, this plot seems somewhat superfluous in light of the fact that the chief minister also 

issued an ultimatum calling upon the Shi'a to renounce their faith and become Sunni, be 

executed, or renounce their status as Muslims and start paying the poll tax (PET 1975a, 65). 

 Still, the pomegranate that the viceroy had made was apparently so convincing a forgery 

that Bahrain's most eminent Shi'i scholars were thoroughly convinced of its authenticity. 

However, before publically accepting the viceroy's religious convictions, the scholars asked for 

three days in which to mull over the problem. This is to say that they took three days during 

which they withdrew into the "jungle" (PET 1975a, 65) to seek the guidance of the Mahdi. The 

story goes that, each night, one erudite would venture out into the forest alone, hoping to meet 

with the Imam in order to receive his council. For the first two nights of the three day reprieve, 

the scholars tasked with soliciting the Imam's intervention returned empty handed. It would not 

be until the third and final night that the situation grew "critical" (PET 1975a, 65) enough to 

warrant the appearance of the Lord of the Age himself. 

 It is written that, on the third night of invocations, the scholar who had ventured alone 

into the steamy jungles of Bahrain spent the night praying for the Imam's help, only to receive no 

sign from the Hidden Imam. As the dawn broke, the erudite sat down and "wept a great deal" 
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(PET 1975a, 65), until he was approached by a mysterious stranger who asked him what it was 

that troubled him so. The scholar replied that he had spent the night awaiting the appearance of 

his Imam to no avail, and now he had come to fear that God's deputy on earth had abandoned 

him. Hearing this, the stranger promptly identified himself as the Hidden Imam. The scholar 

doubted this, replying that, if he were indeed his Imam, then he would know what it was that 

troubled him. 

 Reminded of the penetrating knowledge of human affairs attributed to him in the Bihār 

al-Anwār, the stranger then proceeded to explain to the weeping scholar how he might foil the 

chief minister's plot. The Imam said that the scholar should inform the viceroy of his intent to 

renounce his Shi'i faith, and that he would publically do so the following day on the balcony of 

the chief minister's home. It was then revealed that, beneath a window overlooking the terrace, 

there was hidden a bag containing the mould that the chief minister had used to set the names of 

the caliphs in the skin of the pomegranate. If the scholar would take this bag, and show its 

contents to the viceroy, who was apparently unaware of his chief minister's plan, then the viceroy 

would realize that the whole affair had been a ruse. Furthermore, the Mahdi revealed to the 

scholar that there was another dramatic way in which he might bring the viceroy "to witness the 

Divine Power and become sure of the treachery of the chief minister" (PET 1975a, 66)... 

 Following the Imam's instructions to the letter, the scholar appeared on the terrace of the 

chief minister's house the next morning, and discovered the bag containing the mould. He 

showed it to the viceroy, and then, in order to acquaint the viceroy with "the Divine Power", the 

erudite smashed the pomegranate, releasing a cloud of black dust. As the sordid cloud of dust 

was apparently enough to convince the viceroy that he had been hoodwinked, "the viceroy 

ordered the Chief minister to be executed and sent the erudite home with honour" (PET 1975a, 

67), thus putting an end to the pomegranate affair. 

 This chain of events, though presented in a somewhat absurd manner, is very much 

consistent with the previously made arguments regarding the character of the Imams, and their 

incumbent duty to perform miracles. In this narration, erroneously marked by the Peermahomed 

Ebrahim Trust as taken from the Bihār al-Anwār, the Mahdi behaves in a manner consistent with 

what the layman would know of his good character and ultimate function in the grand scheme of 

Imami cosmology. Here, the Mahdi uses his supernatural insight into the hearts and motivations 

of men to further the cause for which God sent him to earth in the first place. When he reveals 

the details of the minister's plot, the Imam works so as to bring justice into the world. The mode 

in which the intervention occurs is almost so brash as to be offensive to the sensibilities of more 

conservative Shi'ites, but it is ultimately a logical extension of the Mahdi's canonical role as a 

purveyor of justice, leader of the community, and enemy of the enemies of God. 

 What makes this story so unusual is the Mahdi's incredible lack of subtlety. As soon as 

the erudite questions his identity, the Imam confirms for him that he is the Imam of the Age, and 

that he has come to aggressively protect the interests of the Shi'a community. This is very much 

out of line with the previously discussed belief that those who meet with the Mahdi fail to 

recognize him, and, obviously, with the belief that the Imam is hidden in a place far away from 

the world of men. In fact, in this story, and in so many others involving the Mahdi's appearance 

before a believer, the Imam behaves rather unlike the conception of an Imam prevalent in a more 

'formal' strain of Shi'ism. It might even be argued that, in intervening in the pomegranate affair, 

the Mahdi transcends the secondary tier of the tripartite cosmological hierarchy described in 

(3.6), and propels himself into the third tier. In so many of these stories, the Mahdi acts less like 
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an Imam, less like a Brahmin, and more like a Hindu god-- a statement that I will not attempt to 

qualify until the conclusion of section (4). 

 The second example of the Mahdi appearing before a believer is significantly shorter than 

the story of the pomegranate, but no less unusual. It comes from an Urdu-language volume on 

the history of Iran, authored by Pakistani politician and former Chairman of the Islamic Ideology 

Council of Pakistan, Kausar Niyazi. The book, entitled Iran: Shahanshāh se Xumainī tak
51

 

("Iran: From the Shahanshah to Khomeini") was published shortly after the Iranian Revolution, 

and presents an odd, non-linear history of modern Iran, including a report of a casual meeting 

between a young Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi and the Hidden Imam. Although Muhammad 

Reza Shah does, in his wonderfully defensive autobiography Answer to History, describe himself 

as "a religious man, a believer... [one who] follow[s] the precepts of the sacred Book of Islam" 

(Pahlavi 1980, 148), he never went so far as to claim to have had a very special relationship with 

the Imam of the Age. Niyazi, on the other hand, is eager to recount the story of the Mahdi's 

meeting with the young shah and his tutor in Tehran's royal palace. 

 According to Niyazi, Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi was walking around the royal 

palace with his tutor, when "they saw a holy personage coming their way"
5253

 (Niyazi 1981, 22). 

The future shah, noting the "halo of light"
54

 (Niyazi 1981, 22) atop the approaching person's 

head, asked his tutor who it was that stood before him. The tutor helpfully informed the boy that 

it was none other than the Hidden Imam himself who had chosen to reveal himself before them. 

But, in Niyazi's words, "the munificence of the details do not end here"
55

 (Niyazi 1981, 22). 

From his encounter with the Mahdi, Muhammad Reza Pahlavi learns a little about what it means 

to be an Iranian king. He comes to recognize the importance of being a strong and righteous 

ruler, though, as Niyazi states, he did not take this lesson to heart. The account of the 

shahanshah's meeting with the Hidden Imam abruptly ends with the speculation that, during his 

reign, "his motivation was that his power must be prolonged"
56

 (Niyazi 1981, 22), rather than 

that he behave equitably towards his people. 

 This bizarre tale of the Mahdi's brief appearance in the imperial palace constitutes 

another instance in which the Hidden Imam can be seen to have taken a vested interest in 

worldly affairs. Even though this meeting supposedly took place in Iran, the Imam with whom 

the shah meets is by no means the passive, distant Imam of high Shi'ism, or even of the 

revolutionary Shi'ism of 'Ali Shari'ati, in which "after the ghaybat, the role of leading the 

umma... falls to the intellectual enlightener... the leader recognized by the people" (Halm 2004, 

116). In South Asia, the Hidden Imam is construed as politically active. 

 More importantly, Niyazi also seems to treat the Imam as an instrument through which 

legitimacy is conferred. Muhammad Reza Shah's meeting with the Mahdi seems to be meant to 

prepare him for his future role as "the leader recognized by the people". The shah then 

relinquishes the legitimacy bestowed upon him by focusing on the increase of his own personal 

power. This calls to mind the treatment of the state deity of medieval Hinduism offered in (3.6). 

Like the state deity, the Mahdi seems to be lending out his mandate to lead the umma to the 
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shah, though the mandate is promptly revoked when Muhammad Reza Shah chooses to behave 

as a westernized autocrat rather than a proper leader of the Shi'a community. 

 In both of the accounts of meetings with the Mahdi discussed in this subsection, the 

Imam's role shifts so as to become rather political, again warranting the designation of the Imam 

of the Age as an active leader of his community. Indeed, though his meeting with the shah is 

quite overtly political, the pomegranate affair also represents a situation in which the Mahdi 

intervenes so as to make his influence felt in the manner in which the world is governed by 

giving the Bahraini erudite the knowledge necessary to foil the designs of the Sunni chief 

minister. This Mahdi is not a Mahdi who has leased control of the umma to the scholars and 

revolutionaries during his absence, as per the theology of men like Shari'ati and Khomeini.  

 Rather, in some sense, the Mahdi of popular South Asian Shi'ism acts as a member of the 

world's board of directors. He does not directly oversee earthly affairs during his occultation, but 

he certainly has the power to legitimize what leaders he will, and compel the abandonment of 

policies with which he does not agree. This Imam, whose activeness will continue to be 

discussed throughout the remainder of this section, is a being with real power to affect the 

direction of the age over which he rightfully presides. 

 

4.3 The Legend of the Island of Khizr 
 

 Every leader needs a seat of power. In an age when God has conspired to shield the 

Mahdi from his enemies, the Imam does not need to operate underground, or practice the 

taqīyya
57

 of his predecessors. Although he holds dominion over "the wilds and forests" (Ali 

1917, 76), the powerful Imam who leads the Shi'a of South Asia also has his own capital: the 

mysterious island known as the Jazīrà-yi Khizr. It is from this Island of Khizr that the Mahdi 

does his part in directing world affairs. 

 The first thing that must be known about the Island of Khizr, or the Green Island, as it is 

sometimes called, is that the prophet Khizr does not live there (Paparozzi 2013). The second 

thing that must be known is that this island is surrounded by foul weather and whirlpools, 

rendering it nearly unreachable by normal means, and causing ships that venture too close to it to 

become lost (Paparozzi 2013). Surprisingly, the existence of this island, which I have never seen 

or heard mentioned outside of Lucknow or Pakistani propaganda, is very widely accepted across 

all strata of Shi'i society. 

 I was first told of this island by "Muhammad", who revealed to me one day that, in an 

ancient book, there was a map depicting the place in which the Hidden Imam dwells during his 

occultation. While ascribing a physical place to the occultation of the Mahdi does upset the 

notions that he is "hidden in a place close to God" (Paparozzi 2012), and therefore difficult to 

reach, it is by no means without precedent in Shi'i history. Many early Shi'a leaders, rebels, and 

false Imams were once believed to have entered into occultation inside various mountains 

scattered throughout Arabia and Persia. For example, the heretical Kaysaniyya sect of eighth 

century Kufa believed their Imam, Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya, to be in a state of occultation 

inside Mt. Radwa, a mountain near Medina (Halm 2004, 18). 

 What did strike me about Muhammad's account of the Island of Khizr was his insistence 

that the map in the "thousand year old book" (Paparozzi 2012) showing the location of the 

Mahdi's place of occultation was an excellent depiction of the Bermuda Triangle (Paparozzi 
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2012). At this point, I was skeptical that this island was, in fact, a legitimate part of the popular 

Shi'ism of South Asia. I presumed it to be some sort of rumor, most likely spread over the 

internet, that had no currency outside of contemporary Lucknow. However, I would later find 

that everyone I questioned about this Green Island was aware of its existence. Mir Ja'far 

'Abdullah confirmed its location in the Bermuda Triangle (Paparozzi 2012), and a year later, 

even the noticeably more conservative Nazim, who was not even a Lucknowi, having originally 

come from a small village between Gorakhpur and Varanasi, believed that this island existed 

(Paparozzi 2013). After I returned to the United States following my first period in Lucknow, I 

then stumbled upon yet another account of this Island of Khizr, this time in the same Pakistani 

biography of Imam Mahdi containing the tale of the pomegranate affair. 

 Like the story of the pomegranate affair, the story of the Green Island is misattributed to 

Majlisi's Bihār al-Anwār
58

 (PET 1975a, 72), though other sources whose authenticity I have not 

verified are also cited. Astoundingly, this book, written in Pakistan almost forty years prior to my 

research in Lucknow, offered an identical description of the island, short of placing it in the 

Bermuda Triangle: 

 

"Imam Mehdi (A.S.) lives in this world so there must be a place for him... The Group of 

islands are situated between the deadly whirlpools of the Atlantic Oceans. No ship whether 

nautical or ariel [sic] can reach it as the weather surrounding it is dangerous for the 

explorers." 

(PET 1975a, 72) 

 

 The book then goes on to provide the reader with the accounts of various Shi'i scholars 

who have visited the island. The names and places involved in these stories suggest that the 

original depictions of the Green Island may date back to Safavid-era Iran, though, again, it 

remains to be seen as to whether or not this information is accurate. 

 By far the best description of a visit to the Island of Khizr is attributed to an Iranian 

mujtahid named Agha Sayed Mohammed Shaftai, about whose life and works no information is 

readily available. What is known about Shaftai is that, on the night of Eid-e-Ghadir, the mujtahid 

was walking in his garden in Esfahan, when he was approached by a "magnificent man clad in 

the attire of erudites" (PET 1975a, 73). This mysterious sage, without hesitating for a moment, 

asked Shaftai if he would like to visit the Island of Khizr. Stating that he most certainly would 

like to visit the island, the stranger then ordered Shaftai to place his hand in his and "invoke 

blessings upon the Holy Prophet and his family seven times, and close [his] eyes" (PET 1975a, 

73). Shaftai reports that, after doing as the man had told him, he immediately felt himself lifted 

skywards, and propelled towards that strange island. 

 When he finally touched the ground again, the sage tells Shaftai to open his eyes and 

"witness the wonders of nature" (PET 1975a, 73). The scholar finds himself on a luscious, green 

island, very much like the garden of paradise. He sees houses, and roads, and gardens, and he 

ventures to a mosque where people have gathered to perform the dawn prayer. Shaftai prays with 

them, and, afterwards, is informed by his guide that the prayer leader with whom he had just 

prayed was "Abdur Rahman, the great, great, great, great, great, grandson of Imam Mehdi" (PET 

1975a, 73). The existence of this Abdur Rahman, apparently the progeny of the Hidden Imam 

himself, is never further explained, and outside of this account, I have never heard of any other 
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reference to him. While the notion of the Hidden Imam's heirs is definitely a topic deserving of 

further investigation, it must suffice here to say that the implication that the Mahdi has a family 

on this lush island of his completely upends more traditional conceptions of the occultation. 

 Occultation is not normally depicted as a time to retire to a tropical island and raise a 

family. In Kaysaniyya Imamology, the occultation of Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya inside Mt. 

Radwa was read as God temporarily consigning the Imam to a sort of purgatory, so that he might 

do penance for his having paid tribute to the Umayyad caliph 'Abd al-Malik. On Mt. Radwa, al-

Hanafiyya is "guarded by lions and tigers and fed by mountain goats" (Halm 2004, 18). In the 

Bihār al-Anwār, "prolonged occultation" (Majlisi 2011, 438) seems to be viewed as an intense 

experience, requiring a special type of resolve. Occultation is "the continuing practice of Khizr 

and Dhulqarnayn" (Majlisi 2011, 438)-- this language suggests that occultation is not something 

that one undertakes casually. Rather, it is the practice of prophets and obscure figures blessed by 

God with the ability to endure such trials. 

 Perhaps even more perplexing than Shaftai's introduction to Abdur Rahman is the fact 

that, during his visit to the Green Island, he does not appear to actually meet the Hidden Imam. 

He addresses "some questions regarding some tough religious problems" (PET 1975a, 74) to 

Abdur Rahman and the sage who brought him to the island, but then he returns to Esfahan in 

order to lead his congregation in prayer. Though it is possible that the "magnificent man" who 

approaches Shaftai in his garden is the Imam, it is more likely that he is the prophet Khizr, or 

some similar figure, given Shaftai's apparent refusal to identify him as the Imam, and the sage's 

comment that he will return the mujtahid to Esfahan "by the auspiciousness of Imam (A.S.)" 

(PET 1975a, 74). This seems like an inappropriate comment for the Imam himself to make. 

 All things considered, the legend of the Island of Khizr raises a great many questions, the 

foremost of which is why? For now, one must be content with the far reaching implications of 

the existence of this island, and of Abdur Rahman, for South Asian mahdavīyyat. An Imam 

whose seat of power is located on an island such as this one is very different from an Imam 

concealed alongside Jesus near to God. In designating a geographical location on earth to be the 

place of the occultation, it becomes necessary to adopt a new conception of what exactly 

occultation is. In this schematic, the Mahdi exists in a plane that is separated from the rest of the 

world, but that is at the same time neither abstract nor alien. Moreover, it allows the Hidden 

Imam to be much closer to his people than he would be able to be, were he in a different state of 

occultation. The Green Island places the Imam squarely in the world of men, and, to some, even 

allows for the prospect of meeting the Imam. According to one source, the Green Island is 

difficult, but not impossible, to reach (Paparozzi 2013). There are those who, after saying that no 

one has ever reached the island, end their sentence with the qualifier yet... 

 

4.4 Covert Operations: The Acts of the Mahdi in Iran 

 

 While the Hidden Imam is an active and omnipresent force in the popular Shi'ism of 

South Asia, his function in the popular Shi'ism of Iran is much more reserved. In Iran, it is less 

common to hear reports of people meeting the Imam in person. In the handful of reports of this 

phenomenon that I have heard from contemporary Iran, the Imam is never recognized until after 

the fact. His intervention also tends to be conducted with considerably more subtlety. Whereas in 

the story of the pomegranate affair, the Imam appears at the last moment, identifies himself, and 

gives the erudite detailed instructions as to how to resolve his problem, Iranian accounts of the 

intervention of the Hidden Imam tend to take the form of brief encounters with mysterious 
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strangers-- sometimes an Iranian will literally bump into a stranger in the street, only to realize 

later that he was probably the Imam of the Age. 

 There are also stories such as the one briefly mentioned in (3.5) in which the Mahdi 

appears alongside Khizr, offers prayers, tells a passerby to build a mosque on the site, and then 

disappears (Betteridge 2013). Even in these instances where the Imam seems to be readily 

recognizable, he still behaves as a man who is hiding from his enemies. In Iran, the Mahdi never 

lingers long after he performs his miracles, and he certainly does not allow himself to be sought 

out and found by ordinary believers like Ghanam. He tends instead to operate quickly and 

quietly, and to appear unexpectedly. It does seem that his intervention can be invoked, in fact, 

the Iranian postal service accepts letters addressed to the Imam for mailing (Betteridge 2013), 

but there is nothing in the popular Shi'ism of Iran comparable to the manner in which one seems 

to be able to make an appointment to meet the Imam in Lucknow. Still, the Mahdi is definitely a 

useful intercessor, providing for the people's needs, albeit in a much more covert way than in 

India or Pakistan. 

 One account that is typical of stories of the Mahdi's acts in Iran is narrated by a Shirazi 

cleric who, when he was a young student in Qom, was utterly destitute and could hardly afford to 

buy food. One day, he was walking through the city, when he happened upon a stranger who, 

noticing that the cleric looked as if he had nothing to eat, offered him a bag of rice. The cleric 

took the bag home, and cooked the rice, but when he went to discard the bag, he realized that it 

had miraculously filled itself. Indeed, each time the cleric cooked the rice in the bag, the bag 

would fill itself up again. Sometime later, when he no longer had need of the bottomless rice bag, 

the cleric offered it to a friend, who found that, upon eating the rice, the bag would no longer 

refill itself (Betteridge 2013). 

 Though I do not doubt that "Muhammad" would agree that this miracle demonstrates 

how "practical" a religion Shi'ism is, it is much more modest in form than the sort of thing that is 

typically reported in India. Without explicitly invoking the help of the twelfth Imam, the cleric is 

given a bag of rice. Only after learning of its magical qualities does he realize that he had 

encountered the Hidden Imam. Beyond the fact that this account seems to contradict the 

aforementioned prophecy of Hasan al-Askari, in which it is stated that no one will see the Imam 

during his occultation (Sachedina 1981, 82), there is nothing particularly radical about this story. 

 This same narrator also provides another account of a second chance meeting with the 

Hidden Imam, occurring some years later during the hajj in the city of Mina. The cleric was in 

Mina participating in the ritual of the Stoning of the Devil, and he was having trouble hitting the 

pillars with his rocks. Reflexively, he called out "ya 'Ali!", only to be approached by a large, 

glowering man dressed like a very conservative Sunni. The man grabbed the cleric, but another 

man then grabbed onto him and pulled him off the Iranian. The intercessor left as quickly as he 

had come, and the big Arab stood there completely still, as if he had been turned to stone 

(Betteridge 2013). 

 Again, there is nothing particularly shocking about this narration, and it should also be 

noted that, in both of these accounts, the cleric identifies his savior as the Hidden Imam based on 

the reasoning that the only the Mahdi could have been responsible for both of these acts. As has 

already been stated, in South Asia, both Khizr and Elias are known to perform the hajj each year 

along with the Imam. It would, of course, be ridiculous to suggest that perhaps the cleric 

managed to misidentify his intercessor, but my point is that these two accounts of the cleric's 

meeting with the Hidden Imam are by no means as cut-and-dry as the reports of such phenomena 

coming from South Asia. 
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 Ultimately, it is much more common for a believer to interact with the Mahdi as he or she 

would with an imāmzādà. 'Arīzàs addressed to the Mahdi are dropped down wells, or posted to 

him, and, unlike in India, these letters to the Mahdi do not seem to result in his making a physical 

appearance before the party asking for his aid. It appears that, save for the occasional instance of 

him delivering an enchanted item of some sort, the Mahdi is grouped in with the other 

intercessors, and is not endowed with too many special abilities resulting directly from his 

appointment as Lord of the Age. 

 While Iraqis deny that it is at all possible to meet the Hidden Imam in person (Paparozzi 

2012), and Indians believe that, if one looks hard enough, one will eventually find him, Iranians 

seem to believe in a conservative, cautious Mahdi who tends not to overstep his boundaries. 

Indeed, the popular South Asian conception of the Mahdi is rather unique, and the manner in 

which he is said to intervene in worldly affairs serves as one of the distinctive features of this 

form of Imami Shi'ism. Though cultural theorist Kamran Talatoff suggests that "Islam effectively 

apes any ideology it comes into contact with" (Goldberg 2012, 33), I believe that the figure of 

the Hidden Imam has been re-imagined by the people of South Asia-- or, at least that preexisting 

religious and social attitudes endemic to South Asia caused popular perception of the Mahdi to 

develop in a way very much distinct from the manner in which it developed elsewhere in the 

Muslim world. 

 

4.5 Seeing the Invisible 

 

 As a rule, popular religion in South Asia has always been extremely visual. Juan Cole 

writes that, in nawabi Awadh, "some Shi'is drew pictures of the Messenger of God and the 

Imams, based on what they knew of their virtues and appearance, and set them up as household 

shrines, to which they performed visitation (zīyārat)" (Cole 1988, 100), before arguing that 

"household shrines to images of the Imams... made the sacred, manifested for the Shi'is in the 

Imams, present to the ordinary folk of Lucknow" (Cole 1988, 101). In a similar manner, Justin 

Jones reports on the popularity of a doctrine known as hāzrī
59

 in early 20th century Lucknow-- 

this being the belief in "the spiritual presence of the Imams within ta'zīyàs" (Jones 2012, 108). In 

essence, this hāzrī is hardly any different from the popular Hindu belief that "each [Hindu god] 

fills his images with his presence" (O'Malley 1935, 25). 

 In teaching on Sufism in South Asia, Richard Eaton, a prominent historian of the spread 

of Islam in India, and professor of Indian history at the University of Arizona, often makes 

mention of the shrine of the famous Punjabi mystic Baba Farid. According to Eaton, medieval 

visitors to the shrine of Baba Farid in the city of Pakpattan did not describe their visits as zīyārat, 

but as seeing Baba Farid (Eaton 2012). Even the famous Arab traveler Ibn Battuta, upon 

performing visitation to the saint's tomb, described his experience as seeing Baba Farid in his 

journals (Eaton 2012). 

 In South Asian popular religion, especially in Hinduism, being able to see the object of 

one's devotion, and, conversely, being able to be seen by the object of one's devotion is 

extremely important in establishing a relationship between the worshipper and the worshipped. 

To those who have only a passing familiarity with Hinduism, the importance of visualization is 

certainly most evident from the manner in which idols are employed in the veneration of the 

various Hindu gods. As was mentioned earlier, it is popularly believed that a deity's image has a 
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certain connection to the deity itself. Even in more elevated forms of Hinduism that deny the 

presence of the gods in their idols, the use of images, and therefore, vision, in worship is still 

prominent. 

 In the 17th century, a French traveler named Bernier visited the sacred city of Benares, 

and asked a group of the city's most learned Hindu philosophers why they took no issue with "the 

prevalence of a worship which outraged common sense and was totally unworthy of 

philosophers such as they were" (O'Malley 1935, 24). In response to Bernier's question, the 

pandits offered the following explanation:  

 

"Images are admitted in our temples because we conceive that prayers are offered up with 

more devotion when there is something before the eyes that fixes the mind; but, in fact, we 

acknowledge that God alone is absolute, that He only is the omnipotent Lord."  

(O'Malley 1935, 24) 

 

 In this view, that which can be seen serves as a sort of focus for the believer's devotion. 

The Hindu sages who justified the worship of images thusly assert that images allow one to be 

more fervent and earnest in one's veneration of an otherwise abstract, unknowable entity. This 

position has certain similarities to the one taken up by the medieval Persian geographer al-

Biruni, who, in his travelogues, argues that the unrefined mind encounters great difficulty in 

adoring that which is intangible and ethereal. Though Biruni believes that the following 

generalization is true of all human beings who lack the faculty of abstract reasoning, he makes 

such a generalization in order to resolve the same issue that perplexed Bernier-- why would the 

worship of images be so prevalent in a society that has produced so many great philosophers?: 

 

"It is well known that the popular mind leans towards the sensible world, and has an 

aversion to the world of abstract thought which is only understood by highly educated 

people, of whom in every time and every place there are only a few. And as common 

people will only acquiesce in pictorial representations, many of the leaders of religious 

communities have so far deviated from the right path... if, for example, a picture of the 

Prophet were made, or of Mekka and the Ka'ba, and were shown to an uneducated man or 

woman, their joy in looking at the thing would bring them to kiss the picture... as if they 

were seeing not the picture, but the original." 

(Alberuni 1910, 111) 

 

 Al-Biruni, visiting India in the 11th century, adopted more or less the same stance on the 

worship of images espoused by the 17th century pandits with whom Bernier spoke during his 

visit to Benares. Without following Biruni all the way to his conclusion, that only an uneducated 

person would be ignorant enough to worship an idol, it can be asserted on the basis of the 

excerpts that, in popular Hinduism, the reverence of images follows from the premise that it is 

easier and more natural to be devoted to something that can easily be perceived than something 

that is beyond the senses, or, in the case of a Mahdi in a state of total occultation, completely 

divorced from this world. 

 Now, this is by no means the full extent of the manner in which visualization is integral 

to the formation of a relationship with a deity in Hinduism. In order to properly worship a deity, 

a Hindu must not only be able to see a god, but be himself seen by the god. This concept is called 
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darshana
60

, from a Sanskrit word meaning "sight" (Rinehart 2004, 50). In spite of its etymology, 

darshana represents a reciprocal relationship between a believer and a divinity: when a believer 

sees an image of a god, the image also sees the believer. Darshana, which can also be used to 

describe the act of seeing and being seen by a saint or guru as well, is not only vital to many 

Hindu rituals, but is also, incidentally, a practice that forms a part of the process by which 

Hindus solicit and receive divine intervention, or any other "spiritual benefit" (Rinehart 2004, 

88) that might be bestowed upon them by a god or saint. 

 This concept can be seen to relate quite obviously to the aforementioned "seeing" of Baba 

Farid, as well as the other visual aspects of popular Shi'ism, Hinduism, and Sufism mentioned in 

this subsection. I suggest that it is this Hindu, or, more generally, South Asian, visual culture that 

informs the manner in which the Mahdi is said to appear before believers in the popular Shi'ism 

of India and Pakistan. "Seeing" the Mahdi allows for laymen to establish a visual relationship 

with the Imam, and with God, while circumventing Islam's strict prohibition on the creation of 

images. As the Imam of the current age, and the only one said to be existing in the physical 

world, the Mahdi is perfectly qualified to serve as a connection, as a sort of anchor between the 

layman and the higher tiers of Shi'i cosmology. 

 In Bahrain, where the Mahdi seems to prefer to remain hidden from view, there are 

spread throughout the country a number of shrines containing stones the bear the footprint of the 

Imam, called "qadam al-Mahdī" (El-Aswad 2010, 63). Emirati anthropologist El-Sayed El-

Aswad suggests that these shrines "serve as indexical relations between the Shi'a, Imam al-

Mahdi and the land... in locations where the invisible is believed to be felt most fervently" (El-

Aswad 2010, 64). El-Aswad identifies these shrines as the places where the seen and unseen, the 

worldly and the mystical, and the mundane and the spiritual overlap. 

 In the popular Shi'ism of Bahrain, the Hidden Imam is believed to be concealed in a cave 

beneath Samarra, behind the impregnable "Gate of Occultation" (El-Aswad 2010, 64), which will 

only be removed, allowing the zuhūr to occur, when the appointed hour at last arrives. The 

existence of this Gate of Occultation creates a situation in which the Imam is rendered obscured, 

rather than completely invisible, but it is also a situation in which the Lord of the Age is set apart 

from the world entirely-- trapped behind this seal that cannot be breached but by the power of 

God. The qadam al-Mahdī are "indexical sanctified sites that keep Shi'i beliefs alive" (El-Aswad 

2010, 64) by creating a place where two worlds separated from one another by the Gate of 

Occultation can intersect. 

 The sort of meetings with the Imam reported in South Asia may very well serve a similar 

function. When the Hidden Imam appears before a believer, then, momentarily, the world of the 

esoteric overlaps with the world of the exoteric. This, then, allows for the establishment of a 

reciprocal visual relationship that, while an important feature of popular piety in South Asia, is 

unavailable in other forms of Islam. In seeing the Mahdi, and being seen by him, the believer 

becomes anchored to the world of the Imam, the world of the intercessors, and, ultimately, the 

world of God. As Biruni, or the pandits with whom Bernier spoke in Varanasi, might suggest, it 

is much easier to have a fulfilling relationship with something that can be seen than it is to 

remain devoted to something completely beyond the senses. 

 Even in instances where it is believed that only the most educated members of the 'ulama 

are able to meet the Hidden Imam (Paparozzi 2013), there is still an opportunity for this sort of 

"seeing" relationship to exist. Rather, it is still possible, in this system, for the believer to 
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commune with the Hidden Imam, and with the invisible world, and to be anchored to it by means 

of the 'ulama themselves. In fact, I would offer that such reports are indicative of scholars' 

attempts to monopolize the precious resources (and source of legitimacy) that is darshana in a 

manner in which Brahmins have done for centuries. 

 In many Hindu temples throughout India, those who are not priests of the temple are 

forbidden to enter the inner sanctum in which the images of the paramount deities are kept 

(Rinehart 2004, 100). An ordinary layman cannot normally enter into the sort of visual 

relationship that he might desire with a god in this situation. Here, instead of performing 

darshana, the believer relies upon a priest to provide him with indirect access to the area 

constituting the overlap between the world of men and the world of gods. In these situations, the 

layman will bring a basket of offerings to the temple, and wait in line to give the basket to the 

priest of the sanctuary of the god with whom he wishes to commune. The priest will take the 

basket into the sanctuary, place it before the deity's idol, and then return half of its contents to the 

layman waiting outside. The believer then understands that he has entered into a relationship 

with the deity by allowing it to absorb the "subtle essence" (Rinehart 2004, 100) of the offering, 

and replace the essence thereof with its own essence, called prasāda
61

, or "leavings" (Rinehart 

2004, 100). 

 When a layman claims that only a member of the 'ulama can meet the Imam of the Age, 

he is allowing the 'ulama to be placed between himself and that which would serve to tie him to 

the world of God in much the same manner as Hindus place such priests between themselves and 

the images of the high gods. Indeed, after an 'alim meets with the Hidden Imam, he tends to relay 

the Imam's prasāda to his followers. In many accounts coming from this 'ulama-centric view of 

the act of communing with the Hidden Imam, the scholars emerge from their meetings 

enlightened, and ready to offer positive knowledge of the will of the Lord of the Age to their 

followers. One such incident involves the renowned Shi'i jurist Shaikh al-Mufid, who, one day in 

the early years of the Greater Occultation (PET 1975a, 53), receives a written communiqué from 

the Imam informing him that he is blessed with "right access in the matters of religion" (PET 

1975a, 53), and that others were committing a grave error in not following the shaikh's teachings 

by accepting the Imamate of Ja'far, the pro-Abbasid brother of Hasan al-Askari. 

 In scenarios such as this one, the 'ulama have complete control over a resources that is 

much more democratically distributed in other forms of popular Shi'ism, but the believer still has 

a means of entering into an indirect communion with the spiritual world. All things considered, 

this alternative view of the manner in which the Hidden Imam makes his influence felt in the 

world during his occultation is hardly any different from the manner in which a priest might 

stand between a Hindu layman and his chance to independently anchor himself to the world of 

the gods. 

 Essentially, these meetings serve three primary purposes in the grand scheme of the 

cosmology of South Asian popular Shi'ism. Firstly, they humanize the character of the Imam, 

and allow it to be extended to its logical ends. If the Mahdi is Sāhib-i Zamān, and if he "is able to 

reach any place whenever he desires" (PET 1975a, 61), then why would he not use his abilities to 

be an effective and righteous leader of his community? An active and influential Mahdi is, in a 

way, more human, and more sympathetic than the aloof, complicated character represented in the 

Bihār al-Anwār. The motives of the visible Mahdi are simpler and more transparent than those of 

Majlisi's Mahdi, who performs odd monetary miracles, and tends to act through the agency of a 

                                                           
61

 Sanskrit: प्रसाद 



Michael Paparozzi 
Reach Me, My Imam! 

52 

 

bondmaid or servant (see (3.4)). The popular Mahdi is less of a philosopher, less of an erudite, 

and more of a champion of the people-- and is this not the way he is described in the hadith 

literature? Is it not his ultimate goal to exterminate injustice and fill the world with 

righteousness? 

 This is the second function of the Mahdi. Through his willingness to answer those who 

call to him, the Mahdi, like the other Imams, becomes a reliable and effective advocate of the 

interests of the believer. In this way he allows himself to become a mediator in the believer's 

personal relationship with God. In Shi'ism more generally, the Imamate acts as a sort of support 

structure created by God in order to guide the people to worship Him appropriately and obey His 

laws. The Mahdi, as a reachable figure occupying a higher tier in Shi'i cosmology, offers a useful 

service to the layman that does not necessarily have a perfect analogue in other forms of Islam. 

As has been argued above, and as is the third apparent function of the Mahdi in this form of 

Shi'ism, this all allows the Imam to act as an anchor for the faithful. He is the bridge between the 

physical and spiritual worlds. In seeing and being seen by him, the believer is able to participate 

in the world of the esoteric, and place himself in a relationship with it, in a way that he might not 

otherwise be able to do. 

 The role of the Mahdi in the cosmology of South Asian popular Shi'ism is reflective of a 

regionalized understanding of the relationship between the world of the seen and the world of the 

unseen. A living Imam endowed with powers such as those often ascribed to the Mahdi serves as 

the perfect interlocutor for any Indian or Pakistani who desires to enter into the sort of 

relationship with the invisible that is emphasized in popular Hinduism, and in popular Sufism, 

which clearly offers figures like Baba Farid to serve as anchors for the believers. All of the 

stories reported herein of the Mahdi appearing before troubled erudites, or allowing himself to be 

found by a random Indian pilgrim share one overarching theme: all of the acts of intercession 

attributed to the Mahdi by South Asian sources represent instances in which believers have been 

able to commune with the unknowable world of God. 

 The popular characterization of the Mahdi represented in this section constitutes an 

Islamic resolution of a general desire to see the invisible and understand the incomprehensible. It 

reflects South Asian ideas about the relative position of man, and all that he can perceive, in 

relation to the wider universe, and the divine force that sustains it, and it ultimately serves to 

distinguish the cosmology of the popular Shi'ism of the Indian subcontinent from other Shi'isms, 

both popular and formal. Contained in this section are some of the strangest tales that the Shi'a 

tell about their Imams, and contained in these tales is the subtle substance of popular religion in 

South Asia. 

 

5.0 An Organic Religion 

 

 This paper offers a view of a form of Shi'ism that is radically different from the sort of 

Shi'ism propagated by the high ranking jurists and scholars who constitute "Shi'a international". 

For various reasons that have already been discussed, the Shi'a of South Asia prefer their Imams 

to be active, helpful intermediaries between themselves and God, rather than symbols of sacrifice 

and piety. The intercessors, especially the Mahdi, are identified as being very close at hand, and  

as being ready, willing, and able to make use of the powers attributed to them. In South Asia, the 

Hidden Imam is not hidden close to God, or behind an impregnable door. Nor does his state of 

occultation necessitate that the 'ulama assume all of his duties as leader of the umma. 
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 The structure of this popular cosmology allows for constant and sustained communion 

between the believer and those positioned above him in the tripartite division between laymen, 

priests, and God. The acts of the intercessors serve to anchor the Shi'a to the invisible, esoteric 

world, and provide them with a means of interacting with the divine that might otherwise be 

unavailable to them. This form of Shi'ism represents a religion in which those with power over 

the world protect those without power-- a religion in which one calls, and receives an answer in 

turn. This popular Shi'ism is concerned with compassion, efficiency, and, to some extent, 

democratized access to the upper tiers of its cosmology. Excepting those cases in which the 

'ulama seem to monopolize direct relations with the unseen world, anyone can access an 

intercessor. The Mahdi does not discriminate when it comes to selecting individuals to receive 

his intercession. In this system, everyone has access to the barakāt normally reserved for Imams, 

prophets, and martyrs. God's favor trickles down, in some sense. 

 This Shi'ism is not obsessed with martyrdom, the apocalypse, or redemptive suffering. 

Nor is it governed by the "politics of despair" (Dabashi 2011, 263) or defined by combative 

opposition to the Sunnis, the usurpers, the west, whomever. The jacket of Hamid Dabashi's 2011 

book, Shi'ism: A Religion of Protest, claims that "Hamid Dabashi exposes the soul of Shi'ism as a 

religion of protest-- successful only when in a warring position, and losing its legitimacy when in 

power" (Dabashi 2011, emphasis added by author). The "soul" of the Shi'ism described here has 

little to do with protest, or with war, or even with power. Rather, it is a "practical" religion, the 

"soul" of which is the establishment of a particular type of relationship with God, and the 

procurement of blessings and intervention for His faithful. 

 What is presented here is a different side of Shi'ism that is so often overlooked. The 

religious convictions of a million ordinary Indians are so often overshadowed by the positions of 

a handful of scholars and radicals. In closing, I would like to discuss the manner in which the 

popular Shi'ism of India and Pakistan develops, changes, and sustains itself organically. As was 

asserted at the outset of this paper, Imami Shi'ism is by no means a monolith, and the form of the 

religion depicted here exists independently of "Shi'a international" and, for the most part, the 

'ulama as well. 

 In contemporary Lucknow, the upper echelons of the local 'ulama exert surprisingly little 

influence over religious life in the city. The city's highest ranking 'alim, a scholar known as 

Kalb-e-Jawad, heads the local vaqf board, and is partially responsible for the distribution of 

funds from the Husainabad Trust, endowed by the nawabs of Awadh, which provide for the 

upkeep of about fifteen of the city's imāmbāɽàs (Paparozzi 2012). However, this is about the full 

extent to which the 'ulama have the power to influence the direction of the popular Shi'ism of 

Lucknow. Even in financial matters, the dominance of the 'ulama does not go unchecked. The 

state of Uttar Pradesh also has a say in how vaqf funds are distributed, and the members of the 

various bodies responsible for overseeing distribution are not immune to the pressures normally 

placed on politicians in the state. In 2012, for example, there was an embezzlement scandal 

involving one of the larger vaqfs, and some 'ulama connected to the scandal were compelled to 

resign (Paparozzi 2012). 

 On a more local level, the Shi'a of individual neighborhoods in Lucknow form local 

citizen committees for the oversight of religious events in their respective areas (Paparozzi 

2012). These committees organize festivals, majlises, processions, and even Shi'i poetry contests. 

The members of these committees are responsible for selecting which 'ulama will participate in 

individual events, and so these citizens come to possess a considerable amount of influence over 

public piety in their area. Neighborhood committees decide who will be speaking at majlises 
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they organize, and, in patronizing local poetry contests, they even manage to influence the way 

that Imams, or other intercessors, might be depicted in literature. 

 This system, which Justin Jones calls "marketplace Shi'ism" (Jones 2012, 74), has been in 

place, in one form or another, since the British annexation of Awadh.  After the collapse of the 

Awadhi state, royal patronage dried up, causing members of the 'ulama to turn to the local 

Muslim elite for patronage. This created a "marketplace" for religious services, in which 

eulogizers, poets, professional mourners, and so forth, were forced to compete with one another 

in order to attract the attention of those private citizens who were now their sole source of 

patronage. Naturally, this system favored those preachers who were most charismatic and 

outrageous. From this marketplace, there emerged new innovations in popular Shi'ism, especially 

in the ceremonies of the month of Muharram, that were "adopted by newer actors as identifying 

features which could earn them profile in an ever more crowded religious marketplace" (Jones 

2012, 106). 

 As Jones argues, the emergence of marketplace Shi'ism, and the dependence of the 

system on the patronage of wealthy seyyids, also served to change the motivation of some 

religious observances. Jones believes that these seyyids, upon whom the 'ulama depended for 

support, were afraid of their declining relevance with the advent of British rule. In order to 

"[retain] [their] claim to the leadership of the community, or at least to a respected place in it" 

(Jones 2012, 93), these seyyids began to use their wealth to patronize those aspects of the 

popular religion that placed the most emphasis on reverence for the twelve Imams, the ancestors 

of many of Lucknow's seyyids. 

 In this marketplace system, which came into being in the mid-19th century, and continues 

to endure to the present day, popular public piety is driven by the people, not by the 'ulama, the 

nawabs, or the state. The independent and organic development of South Asia's popular Shi'ism 

is a much more complex issue deserving of further discussion that the author cannot provide in 

the confines of this paper. In spite of its focusing exclusively on more exoteric dimensions of 

Shi'i belief and practice, such as the rites of Muharram, and majlises, Justin Jones' 2012 book 

Shi'a Islam in Colonial India contains an excellent analysis of the development of north Indian 

Shi'ism in the 19th and early 20th centuries that is certainly relevant to the topic of this paper. 

 Ultimately, the Imami Shi'ism of South Asia is a phenomenon that should be addressed 

and understood on its own terms. It is a religion with a unique cosmology that, to some degree, 

exists autonomously of the formal Shi'ism that is often understood as being something of a 

baseline for all other forms of Imami Shi'ism. The Shi'a of northern India and Pakistan revere 

their Imams, prophets, and martyrs because they are the means through which ordinary believers 

gain access to the invisible world and the favor of God. In ascribing to their intercessors real 

power to influence worldly affairs, the Shi'a of South Asia create a cosmology segregated into 

three tiers. Still, this tripartite cosmology does not alienate the believer from God, but instead 

places him in a position from which he might pursue a more direct, concrete relationship with 

Him. 

 This all serves to identify this brand of Shi'ism as one that entertains ideas about the 

Imamate, martyrdom, and divine intervention that are very much distinct from the high Shi'ism 

of the great mujtahids of the shrine cities of Iraq and Iran. This is an active form of Shi'ism 

imbued with a unique vitality, a Shi'ism that is not to be understood solely in terms of its 

opposition to those who would corrupt the Word of God, or in terms of the inevitability of the 

"manifest victory" (Faruqi 1973, xiv) of truth over falsehood. This Shi'ism is about alignment 

between God and those who worship Him. In examining the beliefs that underscore the popular 
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Shi'ism practiced in this part of the world, some light is shed upon a side of the religion that has 

heretofore been largely obscured. 
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Appendix A: Acknowledgements 

 

The people listed below were consulted in regards to their expertise on, impressions of, or 

experience in popular Shi'ism in Iran, Iraq, and India. Some names have been changed where 

appropriate. Claims made based on the responses of these individuals are cited as (Paparozzi 

2012) or (Paparozzi 2013), as are things that I directly observed or witnessed myself. The 

contributions of Dr. Betteridge and Dr. Eaton are cited under their respective names. 

 

In Tucson, Arizona 

 

Seyedeh Pouyeh Khoshkhoosani: PhD student, University of Arizona. Some of her remarks 

pertaining to popular religion in Iran are cited, particularly in the section on nazr. 

 

Anas al-Husayni: BA student, University of Arizona. The handful of comments relating to 

popular Shi'ism in Iraq are based on Anas' opinions. 

 

Anne Betteridge, PhD.: Director, Center for Middle Eastern Studies, University of Arizona. Dr. 

Betteridge made a very significant contribution to this paper by means of her expertise on 

popular religion in Iran. 

 

Richard Eaton, PhD.: Professor, Department of History, University of Arizona. The comments 

on Baba Farid and state deities in medieval Hinduism are taken from some of Dr. Eaton's 

lectures from the fall of 2012. He was also responsible for directing me towards Observations on 

the Mussalmauns of India, which proved to be very useful. 

 

In Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh 

 

"Muhammad": a man with strong ties to Lucknow's Sunni community who decided, some years 

ago, that Shi'ism was a religion better suited to him. As a 'closeted' Shi'ite, Muhammad's 

knowledge of Shi'ism stems almost exclusively from other laymen, making his opinions rather 

reflective of what was going on in Lucknow. My conversations with him are a source of a lot of 

the material in this thesis, and his comments on subjects like the Island of Khizr helped give me 

an idea of what I should be looking into. I am deeply indebted to him, as this thesis never would 

have been produced without him. 

 

Mir Ja'far 'Abdullah: self-styled nawab, and socialite, Mir Ja'far 'Abdullah is an active member of 

Lucknow's Shi'a community and descendant of the nawabs of Awadh. His information on Shi'i 

history, and the origins of certain practices or doctrines was not always factually accurate, but his 

testimony was always faithful to what people may have erroneously believed to be the truth. His 

contributions to the project are rather clearly indicated in text. They pertain mainly to practice 

(rather than belief), and to the organization and state of the Shi'a community in Uttar Pradesh. 

 

Naqi Ja'far: a groundskeeper at Hazratganj's Sitainabad Mubarak Imambara, Naqi Ja'far supplied 

some of the information in (5.0) on the organization of the ulama in Lucknow and the 

administration of the waqfs. 
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Nasir 'Ali 'Abbas: from an old Shi'i family of Lucknow's old city, Nasir's opinions inform a 

number of different discussions in this paper. His most notable contribution, however, was taking 

me with him to the shrine of the standard of 'Abbas, and to a majlis in the Sabzi Mandi 

subdivision of Lucknow's Chowk neighborhood. 

 

Sofia 'Ali 'Abbas: Nasir's wife, Sofia was more in touch with 'high' Shi'ism. Nasir would 

sometimes answer my questions on Shi'ism with "ask my wife", since he felt she knew more 

about it. Sofia is the source of a handful of comments regarding the sort of situations in which a 

given Imam is most likely to intervene. 

 

Nazim 'Ali: a student at a Shi'i seminary in Lucknow, Nazim provided a lot of information on all 

aspects of Shi'i belief, albeit from a slightly more conservative perspective. Significantly, Nazim 

was not Lucknowi, but from a small village near Gorakhpur, in the east of the northeast of the 

state. Some of his contributions are marked in text. 

 

William Sherman: PhD student, Stanford University. Will has been to the Gharwali Karbala. I 

have not. My description of it is based on his impressions. 
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Dr. Scott Lucas, Dr. Anne Betteridge, Abraham DeHart, Dr. Ahtesham Ahmad Khan, Dr. Zeba 

Parveen, Dr. Shahnaz Ahmad, Dr. Diana Archangeli, Dr. Richard Eaton, Ram Advani, Nasir & 

Sofia 'Ali 'Abbas, Arun & Sulekha Jain, and Anil P. Kumar. 
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Appendix B: Transliterations 
 

 I have attempted, rather ambitiously, to use a unified system of transliteration for all 

Urdu, Persian, and Hindi words contained in this paper. The table below shows which Latin 

letters are equivalent to which sounds in the three languages. Words identified as "Arabic" are 

usually transliterated as they would be pronounced by an Urdu speaker, as are all Sanskrit words, 

but the Arabic transliterations are not totally consistent. Almost all, if not all, of the Persian 

words presented in this paper are also used in Urdu. Pronouncing them as per the guide for Hindi 

and Urdu should yield the correct Urdu pronunciation of all these Persian words. The inverse is 

true of all Hindi and Urdu words used in Persian. When a cell in the Persian pronunciation 

column is blank, that indicates that there is no equivalent sound in Persian-- all Hindi/Urdu 

words containing these sounds are native words that are not used in Persian. Letters in 

parenthesis in the Persian/Urdu Letter column are letters or digraphs that are used only in Urdu. 

 Names of people and places do not follow these conventions, but are given instead as 

they are normally rendered in English. Only italicized terms are transliterated according to this 

system. For example, 'Abbas' would be written as 'Abās using this system. For the sake of 

simplicity, I have tried to consistently map one phoneme to one letter or digraph. This means that 

groups of Arabic letters like ص ث س , which are all realized as /s/ in both Persian and Urdu, are 

all transliterated as 's'. In a word like marsīyà, for example, there is no way to tell which letter is 

used in Urdu for the /s/. In this case, it happens to be ث. 

 By far the most confusing aspect of this system is the use of à. This letter only appears 

word finally and is used to indicate where Urdu would use /ǝ/, but Persian would use /ɛ/ rather 

than /æ/. For instance, marsīyà is /mǝɾsijǝ/ and /mærsijɛ/ in Persian, specifically, in the Iranian 

dialect. This consideration is not relevant to Dari and Tajiki. If 'a' was used instead of 'à' the 

Persian reading would be /mærsijæ/. Also note that, unlike in Hindi-Urdu, aspirated and 

unaspirated phonemes are not in contrastive distribution in Persian. Hindi-Urdu also has 

phonemic nasality, which, where appropriate, is indicated using a tilde. 

 

Translit. IPA Ur/Hi IPA Prs Prs/Ur Letter Hi Letter 

a /ǝ/ /æ/   ا अ 

i /ɪ/ /ɛ/   ا इ 

u /ʊ/~/o/ /ʊ/~/o/   ا उ 

ā /a/ /ɒ/ آ आ 

b /b/ /b/ ب ब 

bh /bʱ/ - (به) भ 

p /p/ /pʰ/ پ प 

ph /pʰ/ - (په) फ 

ʈ /ʈ/ - (ٹ) ट 

ʈh /ʈʰ/ - (ٹه) ठ 

t /t / /tʰ/ ط ت त 
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th /t ʰ/ - (ته) थ 

s /s/ /s/ ص ث س  स 

j /ʤ/ /ʤ/ ج ज 

jh /ʤʱ/ - (جه) झ 

c /ʧ/ /ʧʰ/ چ च 

ch /ʧʰ/ - (چه) छ 

h /h/~/ɦ/ /h/ ه ح ह 

x /x/ /x/ خ ख़ 

d /d / /d/ د द 

dh /d ʱ/ - (دھ) ध 

z /z/ /z/ ض ظ ز ذ ज़ 

ɖ /ɖ/ - (ڈ) ड 

ɖh /ɖʱ/ - (ڈھ) ढ 

r /ɾ/ /ɾ/~/r/ ر र 

ž /ʒ/ /ʒ/ ژ झ़ 

ɽ /ɽ/ - (ڑ) ड़ 

ɽh /ɽʱ/ - (ڑھ) ढ़ 

sh /ʃ/ /ʃ/ ش र् ष 

' /ʔ/ /ʔ/ ع (not written) 

gh /ɣ/ /ɣ/~/ɢ/ غ ग़ 

f /f/ /f/ ف फ़ 

q /q/ /q/~/ɢ/ ق क़ 

k /k/ /kʰ/ ک क 

kh /kʰ/ - (که) ख 

g /g/ /g/ گ ग 

l /l / /l/ ل ल 

m /m/ /m/ م म 

n /n / /n/ ن न 

v /ʋ/~/v/~/w/ /v/ و व 

ū /u/ /u/ و ऊ 

o /o/ /o/ و ओ 
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y /j/ /j/ ى य 

ī /i/ /i/ ى ई 

e /e/ - (ے) ए 

ai /æ/~/e/ - (ے) ऐ 

au /aʊ/ - (  و) औ 
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Appendix C - Glossary 

 

'Alam (علم): a replica of the banner that 

'Abbas carried at the Battle of Karbala. 

'Ālim ('alim) (عالم): see 'ulamā. 

'Arīzà (عریضہ): "prayer slip, petition". 

'Āshūrā ('ashura) (عاشورا): the tenth day of 

the month of Muharram, which is the day of 

Imam Hussein's martyrdom at the Battle of 

Karbala. A major Shi'a holiday. 

Āʈā (आटा): "flour", 'arīzàs are sometimes 

rolled in flour and buried. 

'Azādārī (عزاداری): ritualized mourning for 

the Imams. 

Bāb al-havāij ( الحوائج باب ): "gate of 

problem-solving", a title given to Musa al-

Kazim and 'Abbas ibn 'Ali based on their 

effectiveness in helping the faithful resolve 

their problems. 

Barakāt (برکات): "blessings", a sort of 

spiritual energy usually associated with Sufi 

saints. 

Cādor (چادر): a type of head covering, or a 

piece of cloth worn over the shoulders 

during prayer, or laid on top of the grave of 

a saint. 

Cehelom (chehelom) (چہلم): the period of 

mourning for Imam Hussein following the 

observance of 'Ashura. Lasts 40 days in 

most of the Muslim world, but goes from 10 

MH to 8 Rabi' I in Lucknow. 

Darshana (दर्शन): "seeing", the act of seeing 
and being seen by the image of a Hindu god 

or goddess. 

'Eyd-i Ghadīr (Eid-e-Ghadir) ( غدیر عيد ): a 

Shi'i holiday marking the date when the 

Prophet Muhammad is believed to have 

publically designated Imam 'Ali as his 

successor. 

Ghār (غار): "cave". 

Ghaybat hālat ( حالت غيبت ): "hidden 

condition", the occultation of the twelfth 

Imam. 

Hadīs (hadith) (حدیث): a report of 

something that the Prophet Muhammad said, 

did, or tacitly approved. 

Hazrat (حضرت): "master, lord", a title given 

to respected religious figures, such as 'Abbas 

and Imam 'Ali. 

Hāzrī (حاضری): "presence", in context, the 

belief that the spirits of the Imams dwell 

within their ta'zīyàs. 

Hujja (hujjat in Urdu and Persian) (حجة): 

"proof", in context, a title of the Mahdi 

referring to his role as the living proof of 

God's will. 

Ijtihād (ijtihad) (اجتہاد): in jurisprudence, 

the use of independent reasoning in reaching 

a conclusion on a matter of law. 

Imāmbāɽà ( باڑه امام ): "Imam house", a 

building used for communal religious 

functions such as majlises, funerals, and 

weddings. Called "husayniyya" in Iran. 

Imāmi (Imami) (امامی): the branch of 

Shi'ism recognizing the legitimacy of the 

leadership of Imam 'Ali and his twelve 

descendants, terminating with Imam Mahdi. 

Imāmzādà ( زاده امام ): the descendant of an 

Imam. 

Kafan (کفن): a burial shroud or winding 

sheet. 

Keysāniyyà (kaysaniyya) (کيسانيه): a 

heretical Shi'a sect that believed in the 

Imamate and occultation of Muhammad ibn 

al-Hanafiyya, the son of Imam 'Ali through 

one of his wives other than Fatima. The 

name comes from Kaysan, the name of an 

early leader of the sect, and bodyguard of 

the famous Shi'i rebel al-Mukhtar. 

Kshatriya (क्षत्रियः): a caste of warriors in 
Vedic Hinduism, second in ritual purity only 

to the Brahmins. 

Majlis (مجلس): "meeting", a Shi'i gathering 

where believers hear a sermon about the 

lives and martyrdoms of the Imams. 

Mahdavīyyat (مهدویت): study pertaining to 

the Mahdi. 
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Mātam (ماتم): the rhythmic, ritualized 

beating of the chest, or other parts of the 

body, during Shi'i processions. Can also 

refer to more extreme practices like self-

flagellation. 

Marsīyà (مرثيہ): a genre of elegiac poetry 

usually depicting the sufferings or virtues of 

the twelve Imams or the martyrs of Karbala. 

Muhājir (مہاجر): "migrant", the term used to 

describe the descendants of Indian families 

that migrated to Pakistan following partition. 

Mujtahid (مجتہد): a high ranking Shi'i jurist 

who can conduct ijtihad. 

Navāb (nawab) (نواب): the ruler of a 

province who is, in theory, but usually not in 

practice, subordinate to the Mughal 

emperor. 

Nazr (نذر): a pledge to perform an act of 

devotion in return for divine intervention. 

Panjā (पंजा): a five-fingered hand-like 

design in metalworking. 

Prasāda (प्रसाद): the divine essence of a 
Hindu deity absorbed by offerings that have 

been left before his or her image. 

Qadam al-Mahdī ( المهدی قدم ): "Step of the 

Mahdi", shrines in Bahrain containing 

impressions of the Hidden Imam's foot 

prints in rocks. 

Qasbà (قصبہ): "town", usually more densely 

populated than a gāũ (village). 

Rauzà (روضہ): a full-sized replica of an 

Imam or martyr's tomb-shrine. 

Safīr (سفير): "plenipotentiary", one of the 

terms used to refer to the four deputies of 

the Hidden Imam during the Lesser 

Occultation. 

Sāhib-i Zamān ( زمان صاحب ): "Lord of the 

Age", one of the titles of the twelfth Imam. 

Sayyid (seyyid) (سيد): someone claiming 

descent from the Prophet Muhammad. 

Shahāda (also shahādat) (شهادة): the 

Muslim declaration of faith. 

Shahādat (شہادت): "martyrdom", literally, 

"witness", in context, the anniversary of 

someone's martyrdom. 

Sīra (sīrat in Urdu and Persian) (سيرة): a 

traditional genre of biography in Arabic 

literature. 

Sūra (sura, sūrat in Urdu and Persian) 

 a subdivision of the Qur'an, like a (سورة)

chapter.  

Tafsīr (tafsir) (تفسير): the exegesis of the 

Qur'an. 

Taqīyya (taqīyyat in Urdu and Persian) 

 dissimulation", the practice of hiding" :(تقية)

one's Shi'a beliefs in public. 

Ta'zīyà (تعزیہ): in Urdu, a replica of a 

martyr's tomb-shrine. In Persian, a passion 

play. In Arabic, a wake. 

'Ulamā ('ulama) (علماء): the class of 

scholars in Islam. May also include other 

people tied more loosely to the religious 

establishment, such as sermonizers. 

Umma (ummat in Urdu and Persian) (أمة ): 

an Arabic term referring to the entire 

worldwide community of Muslims. 

Usūlī (اصولي): the largest school of Imami 

Shi'a jurisprudence. 

Vaqf (وقف): a type of Islamic trust, usually 

endowed for the maintenance of a mosque, 

madrasa, imāmbāɽà, or some similar 

institution. 

Vilādat (والدت): "birth", usually used only in 

Urdu for the birth of holy people. 

Zīyārat (زیارت): "visitation", refers to the 

visitation or viewing of a shrine, relic, or 

other holy place. 

Zuhūr (ظہور): "appearance, manifestation", 

one of the terms used to refer to the Mahdi's 

prophesized emergence from his occultation. 
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