WHY DO THEY CRY?
CRITICISMS OF MUHARRAM CELEBRATIONS IN
TSARIST AND SOCIALIST AZERBAIJAN!

VOLKER ADAM

In his book “Midnim Dinim (My Religion, Baku 1994)”, Abdiilkadir
Sezgin, then advisor for religious questions to the Turkish Embassy,
describes a vision he had when walking on the “Boulevard of the
Martyrs” (saludlar xiyabam)’ on January 20, 1993. While attending
the memorial service for the victims of the Soviet invasion, an elderly
Azerbaijani woman attracted his notice, who, sobbing loudly, expressed
her grief for the loss of a close relative. She beat her chest rhyth-
mically and repeatedly exclaimed “Saxscy-Vaxsey”.” Some Turkish
citizens who were present asked Sezgin in astonishment about the
strange behaviour of the woman. Sezgin answered sadly: “At the
grave of her son this poor woman does not mourn her child, but
an Arab who died 1352 years ago.” In Sezgin’s imagination the son,
who had fallen in battle, then appeared to his mother and said:

Mother, this is my grave! It is me, who has become a martyr, just
like Hazrati Hiseyn. I wish that you mourn me at my grave and cry
for me. Oh mother, who has made you forget me!”

' Several alphabets have been used to write the Azerbaijani language in the twen-
teth century. For reasons of consistency 1 have dispensed with using various sys-
tems of transeription, and have used the modern Latin script introduced officially
in 1993 throughout the paper  with one exception: the vowel /o/, /3/ is tran-
seribed as i/, /A/.

2 Sezgin, Méanim dinim, pp. 33 35. On the “Boulevard of Martyrs” the dead of
January 20, 1990, when Baku was invested by Soviet troops in order to prevent
an anticipated take-over hy the Nationalists, and many victims of the bloody fighting
in Karabagh arc buried.

b Saxsey-vavsey is a contraction of the exclamation ol sorrow Sak, Hiiseyn! Vah,
Hiiseyn!, which is used mainly in the annual celebrations of mourning for Husayn
during the month of Muharram. On the other hand. yaxsey-vaxsey is synonymous
with the entire complex of mourning celebrations. Sawsey on its own may express
gricl in general terms and is used predominantly by women mourning a tragic
event. ICis frequently accompanied by self-Hagellation (expressed with the verb gavsey
vurmagy. Sce Azdrbayean dilinin izahh ligat. 1N ald. S 5. Baku 1987 (ed. by AL A
Orucovi, p. H02.

" Sezging Manon duim, p. 35,
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We also find critical remarks about the Muharram celebrations at
other places within Sezgin’s book, the objective of which is (o reac-
quaint its Azerbaijani readers with Islam after 70 years of atheism.
An cvent like the tragedy of Karbala’, in which (according to the
author) not a single Turk had been mvolved on either of the two
sides, should not be allowed to lead to ritualised mourning and scll-
flagellation. Sezgin reminded his readers (in the majority Shiites; that
not every day was ‘Ashir@’, not cvery placc Karbala’.”

One of Sezgin’s declared intentions is to protect the Azerbaijani
Turks from letting themselves be religiously undermined by Iran.
and to strengthen their ties to the Turkic-Sunnite world. Other
Turkish authors also have dealt with the question whether or not
the Azerbaijani Muslims will, after decades of atheist propaganda,
readopt Shiite customs like the Muharram celebrations. In their view,
a reintroduction of such customs would indicate the strength of
Iranian influence on the religious life in Azerbaijan.” These authors
regard Shiism as a primarily Iranian phenomenon, and consequently
as an alien clement in the Turkic world. Such views do not pass
unheeded in modern Azerbaijan. A publication by Isralil Ismayilov.
Professor of History at the renowned Oil-Academy of Baku, illus-
trates this fact. In 1995 Ismayilov expressed his concern lest Shiism
should continue to tie his country to the events of Karbala” and the
“Iranian spirit”. This can only result in the isolation of Azerbaijan
in the Turkic world. Those “Pro-Iranians”, who now, after regain-
ing national mdcpcndcncc preach Shiism, are accused of dl\l(llng
the nation and scrving only the mterests of the country’s enemies.”

In this context Ismayilov referred to a historic event, whose ev al-
uation has always been charged with emotion for Azerbaijanis and
Turks alike: the battle of Chaldiran (1512) and the centuries-long
Ottoman-Safawid wars following in its wake. Thus the Turkish his-
toritan Mchmet Saray, in a monograph on the Turks of Azerbaijan,
terms the Safawid decision to introduce Shiism as the state religion
and its use as a weapon of propaganda against the Ottomans “onc

" Se zgin. Ménim dinim. pp. 36 38. Sezgin refers to the commonly used Shiite bat-
e cry “Har gin Ayura. hir ver hirbila”. This battle cry played an important role
dmmq the [sldm]( revolution in Iran; see Kippenberg. Jeder Tag “Dhura.

See Albavrak. Azebavcan'da din. pp. 112 143.

’ ianl)'1|¢>\". Israfil Zakir oglu: Azdrbaycanmn XX dvrda diclateilib snavtt miiséilintar.

Baku 1995, pp. 1HE 165,
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of the greatest mistakes in history.” According to Saray Shiism divided
the Turkic brothers and paved the way for the rise of the enemices,
especially for Russia.” Since the end of the Soviet Union Azerbaijani
historians have been in agreement that Chaldiran was a tragic event
for the Turkic world, yet have refused to put the blame solely on
Shah Isma‘il. In their opinion both sides bore responsibility for reli-
gious fanaticism and cruelty in war.” Azerbaijani textbooks, published
i 1994795, explicitly refer to the slaughter of 40,000 Shiites 1n
Anatolia carried out under Sultan Selim for fear of their potential
allegiance to the Safawids."

These introductory examples illustrate that topics like “the events
of Karhala>” or “the battle of Chaldiran™ are still potentially explo-
sive matters in post-commnunist Azerbaijan and should not be under-
estimated in their importance. Surrounded by Turkey, Iran and
Russia, each of which pursues its own strategic interests in the region,
Azerbaijan is forced to define a cultural identity of its own. One of
the questions asked in this context is, therefore, how Turkic identity
and Shiite belief might be reconciled with each other.

The discussion about the Muharram ceremonies is by no means
a recent phenomenon in Azerbaijan, but assumed great importance
previously, i.c. between 1877 and 1932, when processions of flagellators
as well as passion plays stretching over days increasingly attracted
criticism from modernist circles, Pan-Islamic ulama’ and cventually
from the Bolsheviki. I would like to restrict myself to an overview
of these criticisms focused on the most important dates of this devel-
opment. An cexhaustive study of this highly interesting topic still
requires further preparatory works. "

* Saray, Mehmet: Azerbaycan Tiirkleri taribi. Istanbul 1993, pp. 13fL, p. 24.

" See c.g. Azirbaycan taria. 1. cild. An qéidim zamanlardan XX dsriddk. Baku 1994.
fed. by 7. M. Binyadov/Y. B. Yusifov), pp. 405-409.

" Yaqub Mahmudov/Sileyman Mammiadov/Vagif Piriyev: Azdrbaycan tarixi.
8-ci sinif Ggtin dirslik. Baku 1995, pp. 154 155,

" The topic has, however, been cursorily addressed in the articles of Sittarov,
Sostalizm quruculugn; Abdullayev, Islamin méihdarramlik, Ahiadov, Azdrbaycanda din; Ahd-
dov. Azirbayeanda islamm. Khadzhibeili, Antiislamistskaia, was only published in exile
and translated into English as Hadjibeyhi, Anti-Islamic.
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Crrricism IN TERMS OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT
THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

"The spread of Twelver Shiism in Northern and Southern Azerbaijan
coincides gencerally with the rise of the Safawid dynasty in the 16th
century. Its geographic position made Azerbaijan for many centuries
the battlefield for the conflicts between Shiite Safawids and their
Sunnite focs, the Ottomans and their allies such as the Lesginians.
Conscquently, religious antagonism between the two denominations
was felt in particular depth on the territory of modern Azerbaijan.
"The Tsarist empire, which came to rule Transcaucasia in the carly
19th century, inherited this Shiite-Sunnite antagonism."” The Trans-
caucasian lands, annexed by Russia, were shaped by the following
phenomena:

— A large percentage of the population was Sunnite. While the
ratio between Sunnites and Shiites was still balanced in the mid-
dle of the 19th century, the percentage of Shiites rose consider-
ably due to large-scale Sunni emigration. In the carly 20th century
the ratio was estimated to be 70:30 in favour of the Shiites.”
— The Muslims had to accept Christian and later Soviet rule, the
representatives of which often regarded Islamic customs as back-
ward or even primitive. Discussions between Muslims about reform
of religious customs and habits consequenty were conducted in
front of an audience following another creed, sometimes even being
hostile towards Islam.

— The closeness of the Azerbaijani language to Ottoman Turkish

allowed both Pan-Islamic propaganda from Istanbul and (later)

Pan-Turkism from Ankara to reach Transcaucasia. Shiite Azerbaijani

Turks did face and stll face the problem that their belief might

be interpreted as an obstacle to unity in the Turkic-Islamic world.

This introduces a nationalist dimension n the discussion about

their own confession.

~ There was no recognised and universally respected mujtahid

among the Shiite theologians of Transcaucasia. For this reason

" On the history of Azerbaijan in the 19th and 20th century sce S\\:i(k}p('l]n\\:\kiA
Russian Azerbatjan; id., Russia and Azerbagan: also Altstadt. The Azerbagani Turks.

' Sunnites predominantly inhabit Northern Azerbaijan, along the border 1o
Daghestan, and the west of the country, especially in and around the town of
Samaxi.
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theologians had to go abroad to pursue their studies, cither to
Iran or to the Ottoman Empire. This resulted in a rather limited
power to impose their own views of contested questions such as
the Muharram celebrations on their own fellow countrymen.™

In the 19th century the passion plays remembering the martyr-
dom of [fusayn, grandson of the Prophet, had alrcady rcached a
peak of popularity.” The scenie performances, often accompanied
by recitals of mourning lasting for days, and bloody self-flagellations
belonged to the most striking phenomena of Shiite religious life in
Transcaucasia.' Vereschaguine, who visited the town of Susa in
Karabagh in the middle of the 1860s, found these ceremonies already
fully developed. This also held true for the manifold aspects of
flagellation, i.c. sword- and chain-flagellation, chest-beating and indi-
viduals piercing their naked upper body with all sorts of sharp items.
Research has not yet agreed on the origin of such extreme forms
of flagellation, nor on the time when they were first incorporated
into the ceremony of mourning.'”

European travellers had already reported on flagellations in ear-
lier centuries,' but the phenomenon appears to have become increas-
ingly popular in the 19th century due to European penetration of
the Near and Middle East. As a matter of fact it has to be stressed
that the Muharram celebrations were always strongly dependent on
actual political conditions. Gradual neglect of such customs or attempts
by the state to regulate them do by no means exclude their re-
invigoration in times of pohitical tension.

The flagellations seem to have adopted the bloody forms, which
later gave rise to so much criticism, at a rather carly time (as com-
parcd with other parts of the Shiite world) in the Caucasus and
Azerbaijan. Critics of these customs like Mihiammid Sadiq, who

" There s stll an almost complete absence of studies on the Azerbaijani Shiite
clergy. Altstadi-Mirhadi, The Forgolten Factor, s one of the rare exeptions.

Y The origin of these ceremonies is discussed in Calmard ““Azadari.” In: L0
Ill pp- 147 177; also Miller, Studien zum persischen Pa \sions\/)z'('/ Chelkowski, Taziveh.

" See also the observations and impressive drawings in- Vereschaguine, Foyage;

furthermore Lassy, The Muharram Mysteries. A literary work describing pmuxsums
which the Russian author Maxim Gorky witnessed in Tiflis in 1898, is the short
story: ““The feast of the Shiites™ (Prazdnik Shittov); see Gor’kil, M.: Sobranie sochinenut.
V tidtsati tomakh, Tom 23, Stat’i 1895 1906. Moscow 1953, pp. 273 284. 1 am
grateful to Professor Werner Ende, Freiburg i.Br. for this information.

" See e.g. Nakash, “Attempt™,

" See reports included i Habhny Der sehaitische: Islam, pp. 53 97.
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wrote for the Baku newspaper Akingi (1875 1877, identificd the inhaly-
itants of Karabagh as the first to have practsed excessive flagellation
and later to have procceded to spread these customs in Tabriz and
other Iranian towns." He emphasised that the custom was of recent
origin.

Both contemporaries and later Soviet historians accused the Tsarist
authorities of actively fostering the antagonism between Shiites and
Sunnites.” The Soviet historian Klimovich wrote that as carly as
the 1850s the Russian administration had realised the potental of
the Muharram celebrations for increasing hostility on the part of the
Shiites towards their Sunnite co-religionists.”! Several meidents point
to the authorities being generous in allowing the construction of
Shiite memorials or in granting permission for performances of pas-
sion plays.”” In this context it should also be mentioned that the
Tsarist empire recruited cavalry units from Shiite Azerbaijanis, which
were used in the wars against the Ottomans or the rebellious inhab-
itants of northern Caucasus. I'rom this it follows quite logically that
the Tsarist burcaucracy had quite a strong interest in deepening feel-
ings of hostility against Sunnites.

It was the desire to bridge the widening gap between the denom-
inations that brought about the first public criticism of the existing
forms of Muharram cclebrations in 1877."" Between January and
March in that year several contributions appeared in the newspaper
Akingi, the first Turkic-language newspaper oft Russia, which was
edited in Baku by a Sunnite, Hisdn Biy Zirdabi (1842 1907,."" Owt

1 See Hasinzadd, Turan (ed.): Aking 1875 1877, Tam Mdtin. Baku 1979, pp.
297 298, The letter appears in Akingt No. 1. 4+.1.1877. The people of Karabagh
were later blamed by other Iranians. too: see Glassen. Muharram Ceremontes. p. 127:
further Nakash, “Attempt”, pp. 174 77. .

2 The Russian authorities introduced separate courts. presided over by a shaikh
al-islam in the case of the Shiites, and a mufif in the case of the Sunnites: see Ahi-
dov. Azdrbayveanda din. pp. 56 61,

A Klimovich. Islam. Ocherki. p. 241 . ) .

* The permission granted for the erection of the memorial ;\lm}';}(@l m the }'11—
lage of Buzovna on the Abgeron peninsula serves as an example. The mm‘nm"m].
in which a foot imprint of “Alf is worshipped. soon became a pupulzu‘ (Ivs_ln‘mun‘n
for pilgrims and a centre for the performance of mourning celebrations: see Alizadi.
Azdrbayean dirviglirt. pp. 33-45.

5 Abdullavev. Ilamin Mihdrémlik, pp. +2°55. N

S The reference is based on the new edition in Cyrillic seript: ‘H;i.\émzzulii‘. Furan
ed.: Akingt 1875 1877, Tam Matin. Baku 1979, pp. 297 _1539._[_']1(' contributions
appeared in 1877 in No. | No. 6 January 4 to March 17. 1877
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of fear of being mistaken for Sunnites mocking Shiite religious cus-
toms the authors of the articles took great pains to stress their Shiite
background by adding for example “a true Twelver Shiite” (xalis sia,
isnd-agary) to their names. The debate was opened with an article by
Miaihammad Sadiq (pscudonym: Ahsén-iil Qavaid) from Rasht in Iran;
we have already mentioned that it was Sadiq who had put the blame
for the excessive bloodiness of the mourning cclebrations on the peo-
ple of Karabagh. He reproached them for being the first not to paint
the wounds symbolically onto their bodies, but to don white sheets
and to “flagellate themselves with swords™ (bag yarmag). They were
accused of perambulating in the streets of Tabriz in “bands” (ddasta)
and even to have liberated prisoners from the city gaol, in the mis-
taken belicf that they were performing a meritorious deed. For Sadiq
it was obvious that such behaviour was by no means ordered by the
shari‘a, but rather originated from superstitious behefs. His article
listed many of the points, that were to form the basis of all later
criticisms:

- no educated man takes part in such flagellations;

—if a forcigner were to witness the behaviour of the Muslims

during such a procession he should have no option but to think

them mad;

- the shari‘a explicitly forbids the infliction of bodily harm on the

sclf or onto others. The existing form of mourning therefore 1s

bid‘a and haram;

the spilt blood soils both fellow mourners and the holy places,
where the mourners assemble;
it is to be regretted that the ulam@ have made no move to for-
bid such actions.

Shortly afterwards a Muslim officer in the ‘I'sarist army, captain
Sultanov from Quba, defended the rituals of mourning as they were
practised at the time:”

everybody has his own personal fashion of mourning. The fact
that educated men do not participate in the criticised rituals can-
not be held against the rituals;

it is no proof of the unlawfulness of the sword flagellations that
foreigner might regard them as madness. If this were indeed proof,

o Hasidnzada, Tam métin, pp. 314 316, The letter was published in No. 3,
February 1877,
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it should also be necessary to outlaw the “ritual praver” (namaz).
as foreigners might ridicule this habit, too;

sword flagellations do not cause harm, but are, 1o a given extent,
conducive to health;
— even his opponent admitted that the wam@ have not forbidden
the sword flagellations. If they were indeed a forbidden habit, why
should wlama accompany the flagellators during their processions?
= the claim of the flagellations being of recent origins was untrue.
They are a time-honoured custom among the Shiites, but in car-
lier years the Shiites had frequently been forced to perform the
flagellations in secret.

At the end of his letter captain Sultanov expressed his gratitude
to the Tsar for freely permitting the taziya performances. His state-
ment led to numerous further reactions until the editor of Akingi
eventually decided to put the debate to an end. The newspaper pub-
lished only contributions in opposition to Sultanov’s views.” ‘They
accused him of intending to deepen the rift between Shiites and
Sunnites by defending outdated traditions. The result was “enmity”
(ddavat) between the Muslims at a time when the five law schools
should on the contrary be standing together.”” The authors of these
letters expressed their regret that even a member of the upper classes,
an officer in the army, was found defending such “revolting actions™
(qabih amdl) and believed in their being ordered by the shari‘a.

It is quite obvious from these statements that the erities of 1877
were primarily concerned with contemporary rituals in the Mubarram
celebrations and the antagonism between Sunnites and Shiites. Nation-
ality of the participants was not an issuc, and only became a topic
of discussion in the more polemical debates of the 20th century. One
should also note that not a single member of the ulama’ had openly
expressed his disapproval of the mourning rituals. This, however,
was to change in the years leading up to the First World War.”

® The famous reformer Mirzd Fatili Axundov (1812 1878 also was outraged
by Sultanov’s argumentation; yet his letter to xl“/:z)z{l' was not published: Abdullayey.
Islamn Méharramlik, p. 48. ) .

“ In the 18th century Nadir Shih attempted to have Twelver Shiism recognised
by the Sunnites as the fifth law school. under the name of the Jafaripa. Sce Halm.
Die Schia. pp. 127-128; also Brunner. Anniherung und Distanz. pp. 20~ 22. N

It was not before the 1920s that Arab Shiite wlama® openly took up positions

against the flagellations. See Ende, “Flagellations™.
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Towarps Istamic Uniry (1902-1920)

The turn from the 19th to the 20th century saw an increasing
influence of Pan-Islamic ideas in Transcaucasia, such as those espoused
by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani. Thus the Shiite leader Seyxiilislam Axund
Abdiissidlam Axundzadi (in office from 1880- 1907) proclaimed in
1902 in a work dealing with the basic ideas of Twelver Shiism that
every human being believing in God, his Prophet, the Koran and
the Day of Judgement should be regarded as a Muslim, even were
he not to follow the teachings of Twelver Shiism.*

The years of the Russian revolution of 1905, and the fighting
between Muslims and Armenians from 1905 to 1906 had a catalytic
cffect for the spread of this idea. Experience had shown that denom-
inational divisions were able all but to cripple the ability of the com-
munity of Islam to act together in moments of crisis. The aftermath
of the revolution witnessed the rise of a highly active press in Baku,
in which Western-educated intellectuals participated  together with
religious scholars.™ In these years the Azerbaijani language achieved
closer proximity to Ottoman Turkish, while Persian as intcllectual
language was clearly in decline. The call for “Islamic unity” (ittihad-i
islam) now also included the request to accept the Ottoman Turks
as “brothers in Islam” instcad of treating them as “Sunnite enemies”.
The Young Turk revolution of 1908 raised new expectations from
the Pan-Islamists, the most famous of which were the authors Ali
Biy Hiscynzadi (1864 1941) and Ahmid Agayev (1869-1939): they
now expected impulses for the modernisation of Azerbaijani socicty
from Istanbul.

Ahmid Agayev’s Baku-based newspaper I rsad (1906 1908) was the
first to organisc a campaign against the then popular forms of
Muharram cclebrations. The newspaper requested the believers to
express their griel in a fashion worthy of the memory of Husayn:
the martyrdom of the Prophet’s grandson should contribute to unity
and not to disunion in the Muslim community.*" In a departure from

“ Abdullayev, Islamm Méhérramlik, p. 6. The book is Axundzada, Abdissilam:
Risaleyi-iimddtiil-ihkam. Badkubi 1320 h [1902]; quoted from Azérbayean kitabr. Bibliografiva.
Uc cilddi. T cild 1780 1920. Baku 1963. (ed. by A. J. Aliyev), p. 41, No. 271.

- About the Azerbaijani press before the war see Bennigsen, Alexandre/Chantal
Lemercier-Quelquejay: La presse et le mowvement national che les musulmans de Russie
avant 1920. Paris 1964, pp. 104 133,

I rsad 1907, No. V17, Zilhicei 1324 (Qéddir-i Numm); No. 17, 4. Mihirriam
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the norm, the description of the event was deliberately not taken
from one of the Shiite texts then commonly used for recitals of
mourning. Instead, the newspaper gave the report of the historian
al-Tabart (d. 923), who, being both Iranian and Shafit, was believed
to be reliable.”” One year later, in Muharram 1326, Iryad printed
the articles Muaviye, Yezid and Hiiseyin from the famous Ottoman
encyclopedia Ramusula’lam by Sami Bey Frageri. In a postseript, Ali
Bay Huseynzada brought to the attention of his readers the fact that
these articles were compulsory texts in Ottoman schools and  that
their contents were historically true.” In both cases the newspaper
endeavoured to convince its readers that the Sunnite community also
condemned those responsible for the martyrdom of Husayn and were,
as the Shiites themselves, filled with grieve about his death.

Irsad attacked the self-flagellations and processions with particular
energy. It was able to win the support of the higher-ranking Shiite
clergy: on 5th Muharram 1325 the members of the society Hidayal
assembled in Baku. In the chair was the gadi of Baku provinee.
Axund Mir Mihimmaid Kirim Mircifiarzadia (1843 1938).7" Two
Sunnite members had requested an interpretation of the sharia: it it
were permitted that Muslims flagellate themselves and participate i
processions with musical instruments and standards, they, as Sunnites,
also asked for permission to participate in these activities. They did
not want to be excluded from the honour of publicly expressing their
love for Husayn.

It comes as no surprise that the assembled akhiinds answered unan-
imously: the activitics mentioned by the two applicants, particularly
the flagellations with swords and chains, the theatrical performances
depicting the historical events and the processions with music and
great commotion were “a great sin” (artg giinah). No work of Islamic
jurisprudence mentioned, let alone recommended them; he who par-
ticipated in such actions deserved to be regarded as a “great sin-
ner” (boyik ginahkar). On the other hand the akhinds stressed  that

1325, (1d’zivi-i seyyid-i siihdda); No. 20. 7. \aharram 1323, and so No. 22,9,
Mihédrriam 1325 @]i:(z(/ar/zq).

“ Irsad published the series between Nos. 18 and 22
the dte Sahaddt-i Hiiseyn 1bn Al (@, s.). o

5 Irad 1908, No. 13, 8. Mihirram 1326, (Mdhdpdm va bazt '/lﬂf/"/ﬂ//m» )

" 'l'i]is society had been founded in 1904 and had prc(l()mln‘d“l])'_"]"v”"‘ f‘”‘l
city: notables anvlong its membership. About .\lin‘iiﬁir'/,_a(!zi and the fhdayat-soaety
see kin, Qulman: Baki vid Bakihlar. Baku 1998, pp. 307 311

5.9, Nahdrrim 1325 under
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mourning as such was meritorious.” Elaborating on their views, they
requested the believers to preserve “decency” (@dib) during the cur-
rent Muharram celebrations. Flagellations and music in and around
the mosque were “crroncous and forbidden” (ba#il, haram). They re-
ferred to the scenic performances, which included the presentation
of the symbolic corpses of the imam and his family, as “nonscnsical”
(safihana).”

A few numbers later the editors of the newspaper reported that
numerous requests had been made for a separate publication of the
decision of the Hidayat socicty. The editors, however, requested their
readers to submit the question to Karbala’ and Najaf, i.e. to the
mujtahuds of the Iraqi ‘atabat, and to wait for their decision.”” This
illustrates the careful treatment the subject received from the Baku
theologians. Still the newspaper attempted to present its undertak-
ings as a success: it reported from Tiflis, Ashkhabad and $aki that,
due to correct advice from the ¢gadi of Baku, the Muharram cele-
brations had been performed in a civilised manner—in some cases
peacefully together with the Sunnites. But Irgad also published protests
against the mitiative of the clerics: in a letter from the “Baku Youth”,
the ulama were accused of an intention to transform the Muslims
more and more into “Europeans” (yavrupski). The “Baku Youth”
refuted the argument that violent mourning was forbidden because
it was nowhere mentioned in Muslim jurisprudence, by claiming that
both Christians and Jews were practising also numerous religious cel-
chrations nowhere mentioned in cither Bible or Thora.”

In order to give a detailed overview of popular attitudes in this
question, an in-depth analysis of the Azerbajjani press before and
during the First World War, particularly during the month of Muhar-
ram, is essential. A first modest attempt at such an analysis, which
forms the basis for the present contribution, has, however, indicated
that Irsad stood not alone in its approach.™

2 Irsad 1907, No. 18, 5. Mihidrram 1325, (“Hidayit” mdclisindi michim bir mdéisalinin
hatli).

" Irsad 1907, No. 19, 6. Mihirram 1325, (Umum miistimanlara Hidayit méclisinin
lardfindin &’lan vd dxbar olunur). i

7 Irsad 1907, No. 23, 12, Mahidrram 1325, (Idarddin).

# Irsad 1907, No. 23, 12, Mahirram 1325, (Ulimalara cavab).

“ Similar views also appeared c.g. in Héigigat (1909 1910) and Hagq Yolu (1911
1912).



MUHARRAM CELEBRATIONS IN AZERBAIJAN 125

The supporters of a gradual rapprochement between Sunnites and
Shiites did not restrict their activities to the condemmation of for-
bidden rituals: they werce inspired by the hope to bridge the exist-
ing tension between the denominations through a reappraisal of the
past. They attempted to re-interpret carly Islamic history and to pre-
sent it in a way acceptable to both Shiites and Sunnites. The works
of the Shiite theologian Axund Yusif Tahbzadd (1877 1923) consu-
tute a particularly representative example of such treatises. In a
school textbook, published shortly before the outbreak of the Tirst
World War he attempts to tell the schoolchildren the events follow-
ing the death of the Prophet in a manner avoiding to create hostile
feelings towards the caliphs preceding ‘Al and also with regard to the
sahaba.* Talibzadi distinguishes between religious leadership, which
was the prerogative of the #mams, and temporary leadership, which
might also be exccuted by others, although in principle came under
the imams’ remit. He deliberatcly lists five “rightcous” (rasidin) caliphs
and stresses the fact that Aba Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman had always
honoured ‘Alf and sought his advice in all important questions.
Talibzadi depicts the assassination of ‘Uthman as an cvent about
which ‘Alf had been extremely aggrieved: ‘Ali had reproached his
sons Hasan and Husayn for not having sufficienty defended ‘Uthman.
‘Ali, as described by Talibzadi, is prepared to forgo the political
leadership of the umma rather than to fall out with the sehaba. S}l(‘l)
a sense of solidarity, according to Talibzada and other scholars,™ 15
also obscrvable in the relationship between Husayn and the sons of
the sahaba: they unanimously condemned the accession of Yazid to
the throne, but—unfortunately—had not co-operated with cach other
in order to prevent it. Consequently it fell to Husayn to rise agz?iflst
the “unlawful occupation of the caliphate” and to be killed. I.hc
responsibility for the bloody wars of early Islamic history lay with
the Banti Umayya, particularly the later caliph Marwan b..al-Hakam,
who appears to have been involved in all the tragedies in the role
of an “evil spirit”. When contrasted with the ritual coursing f)f the
sahaba, one of the traditions of the Shia, this interpretation of early
[slamic history indeced represents a radical break with the past.

AU . . Tier he had advocated similar
" Talibzada, Mixtdsar tariv-i islam. A few years earlier he had advocatea F
positions in: Talibzadid. Islam vd mdazahib.

U frsad 1908, No. 14, 12, Nihirram 1326 (1d2va ginlan. Agura butdy.
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A sccond source of criticism, parallel to these Pan-Islamic stric-
tures, of Muharram rituals was a modernising school of thought
which mainly expressed its views in the satirical periodical Molla
Nasrdddin.? Year after year the editors attacked the Muharram cele-
brations with caricatures and bitingly satirical articles. The first article
of this kind was printed in reaction to the decisions of the Hidayat-
socicty.”” The theologians were accused of having remained silent far
too long. "The ordinary believer could not but be astonished that a
time-honoured ritual should, all of a sudden, be in contradiction to
rcligious law. Molla Nésrdddin listed a number of arguments, which
were also to be repeated by the Bolsheviki in the 1920s:"

— for all the (outside) world the rituals look ridiculous;

- the ‘wlam@ do not flagellate themselves, but encourage the

flagellators;

~ those who flagellate themselves most severely on the Ashira® day

arc otherwise the greatest sinners;

- even many intellectuals rather prefer to watch than to condemn

the riotous activities of the “Kirbilayis” and “Maigadis”;

~ the sole aim of the organisers of the processions, particularly

the “recitators” (mdrsiyixan, rovzixan), was to enrich themselves.

In spite of these criticisms the Muharram ceremonies became
increasingly popular in Transcaucasia in the years immediately hefore
the First World War. Contemporary observers describe in great length
the splendour with which they were celebrated. In Baku they had
been outlawed alter the Muslim-Armenian riots of 1905/06 and were
only permitted again in 1912." During the First World War and
the years of the Misavat Republic (1918 1920) the ceremonies increas-
ingly assumed a political role, which forced the Bolsheviki to deal
with them after their invasion of Azerbaijan.'

Yo Abdullayev, Islaman méhérramlik, p. 22.

" Molla Nisraddin 1907, No. 6, 10.2.1907, (Bas yarmaq).

See c.g. Molla Nasraddin 1909, No. 2, 11.1.1909, (Neci gan aglamasmn das bu
gtin, qurxelr gor negd main bay bu gim); No. 50, 13.12.1909, (Bikarlar bayramy); 1910, No. 3,
17.1.0910 (Diggménlar); 1911, No. 43, 4.12.191'1 (Naimsafhg).

5T owe this information o Jorg Baberowski, a specialist on Eastern European
History at Tiibingen University, who has kindly granted me insight into the type-
seript ol his professorial dissertation: “Kolonialismus und zivilisatorische Mission.
Aserbaidschan 1870 19417 1t is scheduled for publication in 2001,

" Klimovich, Isfam, p. 241 Ahiidov, Azdrbayeanda islamn, p. 101,
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MUHARRAM CGELEBRATIONS IN AZERBAIJAN
THE Sovier Era: “DowN with MUHARRAM SUPERSTITION!”

Céyhun Hacibayli, then exiled in Europe, claimed in 1959 that
it had been more taxing for the Bolsheviki to fight the Mubarram
ceremonices than all other religious rituals.'” T'wo neighbouring
countrics, Iran and Turkey, also outlawed public performances in
the course of the 1920s.*8 Only in the Soviet Union, however, did
the struggle against the ceremonics— now commonly called mdfir
ramlik~—become the first step towards an atheistic campaign, which
was conducted with increasing ruthlessness. ™

Although the flagellations had been forbidden right after the incor-
poration of Azerbaijan into the Soviet Empire in 1920, the author-
ities initially avoided administrative measures. On the contrary, the
Bolsheviki hoped to be able to use the “revolutionary potential™ of
Islam for their own purpose, namely to weaken the influence of
Britain and IFrance in Asia. Conscquently the Bolsheviki portrayed
themselves at first as protectors of the Muslims and Islamic culture,
Onc manifestation of this official attitude in practisc was that the
Ashira’ day was made a bank holiday. “The Yazid of our days is
British imperialism”, the Soviet propagandists announced. ‘The heliev-
crs were exhorted not to spill their own blood at Mubarram, but to
take up the sword and rush to the aid of Istanbul, Cairo cte.”

Yet this sensitive attitude soon underwent significant changes. From
1922 until the early 1930s annual campaigns were undertaken start-
ing shortly before the beginning of Muharram, in which the work-
crs were advised (by means of public lectures, sermons in the mosqucs,
newspaper articles, anti-Muharram brochures and theatre plays; not
to participate in any Muharram celebrations. Specimens of such lit-
crature that have been published show clearly that none of the
authors in the 1920s was well acquainted with Marxism in genceral
or Historical Materialism in particular. As a result, the literature rep-
resents an interesting local attempt to reinterpret carly Islamic history

7 Khadzhibeili, Antiistamistskaia, p. 21. . e

¥ Iran outlawed sword flagellations in 1928 and all tziya p(-rfnrmnn.('v.\ in 1935,
See Halm, Die Schia, p. 183. Turkey had already done so in 1926, Pistor-Hatam.
yara in Istanbul. p. 119. ' . o _

" See Jorg Baberowski: “Stalinismus als imperiales Phidnomen: die lsl;un.lx.('ht'n
Regionen der Sowjetunion 192019417 In: Stefan Plaggvnborg ed. o Stalinismus.
newe Forschungen und honzepte. Berlin 1998, pp. 113150,

" Abdullavey. Islamn méhdrambk, p. 65,
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and the origin of the Shia. The terror of the 1930s, however, put
a premature end to this phase.

A number of Soviet propaganda articles against mdhdarramlik have
been used in the compilation of the present study. The following list
1s far from exhaustive, but nevertheless reflects the gradual devel-
()pmun of pmpdgdnda in the 1920s and carly 1930s.

- Qarayev, Aliheydar: Matim kima lazimdir? Baku 1923. (henceforth
MKIL)
Mammadzada, Cahl: Mahdrrambk bardsinda. Baku 1924. (hence-
forth MB)
Ordubadi, Mahammad Said: Maharrambk va rovzaxanhg. Baku
1924. (henceforth MR)

— Mdhédrram vi marsiydxanlar. Baku 1925 (introduction by M. S.
Ordubadi)

— Ordubadi, Mahammad Said: Rarbala hadisildrimin méingai. Baku
1925.
Mihérram minasibatila tesislar. Baku 1926.

~ Ordubadi, Mdhammad Said: Na dgin aglaywlar? Rarbila hadisist
bardsindd tarixi m@’lumat. Baku 1927.

~ Ordubadi, Miahammad Said: Muharram va madani ingilab. Baku
1929.

~ Ordubadi, Mahammad Said: Mdaharrambk adatlar: aleyhing. Baku
1930.

- Ordubadi, Mahammad Said: Maharramlik mevhumaty va onun sinfi
mahyyyati. Baku 1931.
Xuluflu, Vili: Mdaharramhk minasdbatila. Baka 1932,

Besides this an appendix to Abdullayev contains numerous arti-
cles from the years 1922 1925, which have been published in the
newspapers Kommunist or Bakinski Rabochu.”' Further material from
the period 19251929 is to be found in Hacibiyli.”

Between 1922 and 1924 the Bolsheviki still frequently resorted to
an Islamic terminology and attempted to win the support of the
Ulama’®. In 1922/23 the ‘ulama’ indeed saw themselves forced to react
to the increasingly powerful accusations of not having done anything
against the “forbidden innovations” in the past, and to condemn
publicly the ceremonies. It would be incorrect to interpret this only

1 Abdullayev, Islammn méhéarramlik, pp. 136 155,
* Hadjibeyli, “Ant-Islamic”, pp. 30 39,
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as tagiya. Since 1923 the argumentation of the scholars was in full
accordance with the Hidaydt-decisions of 1907 and may be regarded
as part of the Pan-Islamic and modernist discourse of the carly 20th
century.

In September 1922 Axund Abdiilrihman Hadizadi, gadz of Baku,
was asked three questions concerning Muharram by the newspaper
Kommunast:

1. What is his personal opinion about the processions?

2. Does the shari‘a permit sword flagellations and body-picercing?

3. Is it lawful (according to the shari‘a) to stage scenic performances
and to emulate funeral processions?

The gadi’s answer indicated that it was permitted to remind the
people of the suffering of Husayn, as long as this was not donc in
an excited and “wild” (véxgi) manner. It was undignified to do so
by scrcaming and shouting, to carry dolls around or to dress “pretty”
boys up as women. Flagellations, however, were forbidden on prin-
ciple, as were scenic or musical performances in mosques.”

In the following year Kommunist published a long article about the
subject, in which Hadizadi attacked particularly the “pagan char-
acter” (biitpardstlik) of the rituals:™ In past centurics many of the
pagan rituals which had been outlawed by Muhammad had been
rcadopted into the Islamic creed, and occasionally even attained the
status of commandments. Mcanwhile the mosque often resembled a
temple of idolaters, and became a teahouse and theatre during
Muharram. This altcration of the function of the mosque represented
a serious bid‘a. Hadizadi regretted that many uncducated people sull
clung to these rituals, although the wlama had always condcmncd
them. A considerable proportion of the Muslims thought it a sin to
do away with these ceremonies, in the mistaken belief that they were
a “good deed” (sdvab). In the name of the scholars of Islam Hadizada
declared:

I. Such forbidden activitics cannot be meritorious.

2. If indeed it were a sin to put a stop to these rituals, then the
ulam@’ were ready to accept the responsibility and turn themselves

Into sinners.

; T A = QR
Islaman méahérramlik. pp. 95 96.

U Kommuni 9.1922; quoted from Abdullayey. p- 0 I0
s “miislimanlgda biitpirdsthk”y:

 Rommunist, No. 175, 5.8.1923, (A\1('1'/1{'1')7('1)11/{)‘/1 dair
quoted from MR, pp. 63 65.
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Only a few days later the same newspaper published a “Declaration
of the Scholars of Azerbaijan™ (Azdrbaycan iillamasiun biyanamdst),”
which stated that the traditional Muharram ceremonies were insti-
gated by “falsc scholars” (alimniima), who only hoped to enrich them-
sclves from the mourning for Husayn. The rituals were both in
contradiction to the shari‘a and good manners. The ‘ulama” had always
preached against the celebrations, but had not received any support
from the Tsarist government. Instead they had been “cursed” (lin
vd takfir) by the people. They now hoped for determined action against
the rituals from the Soviet government; the latter should not refrain
from the usc of force and, should that be necessary, not hesitate to
close the border, in the case of uneducated Iranian mollahs or der-
vishes wishing to enter Azerbaijan from Iran.

This position was by no means adopted merely by the scholars
of Baku. In the more rural arcas there were also numerous demands
from Shiite dignitaries to permit the Muharram celebrations only “in
an appropriate manner”. Thus the wan@ of Karabagh issued in
1923 a fatwa against the flagellations and all attempts to portray
these practises as a commandment of the shari‘a. Earlier generations
of Islamic scholars, whose silence in this matter the wulama’ also held
responsible for the present miserable state of affairs, were harshly
criticised.™

A summary of these arguments shows clearly that the ‘wlama were
predominantly interested in “cleansing” the memory of Husayn from
“pagan” and “wild” rituals, and thus in reconciling Islam with a
radically changed political situation. But this will for compromise on
the part of the wama@ did not prevent a general crusade against
Islam, which the Bolsheviki were to initiate only a short while later.

In this athcistic campaign their first target was the “uncducated”
rivzixan, who had also frequently been attacked by many scholars.
The rivzixan and his “superstitious” storics were particularly vulner-
able to satirical comments. Conscquently they were incorporated in
many caricatures and theatre plays in the carly 1920s. One of the
most productive authors of anti-Muharram pamphlets, Mihammad

" Besides the active gadi of Baku, Hadizadi, the wama@ included the former gadi
Mirciliivzadi and the shaikh al-islam, Axund Molla Aga Alizada (1870 -1954); see
Rommunist No. 180, 1081928 (Mehérramiilhiramda i zividarlg), quoted from MR,
pp. 66 68.

" Kommunist, Noo 184, 15.8.1923, (Qarabag iildmalarmmn mdhérramlik hagqinda fal-
vas); quoted from MR, pp. 6972
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Siid Ordubadi (1872 1950), published in 1924 a lengthy treatise on
the history of the mourning recitals (MR Ordubadi concentrated
his attacks on the greatly exageerated deseription of the events of
Karbala® by Fazil Dirbindi, on which many rivzivan had based their
own versions.” It is interesting that Ordubadi felt the need o stress
that he did not argue against the ceremonies from the position of a
Bolshevik or an Atheist, but from that of a Muslim.™ Such a cautious
attitude would become unthinkable only a few years later. In his
writings Ordubadi relied on the works of the Persian scholar Mirza
Husayn b. Muhammad Taqi Nari Tabrist (18391902, who had
analysed Dirbandis writings meticulously and found them devoid of
any credibility.

Ordubadi and other authors were particularly concerned with the
question how such a culture of mourning could have come into exis-
tence and have spread. In their answers the Azerbaijani communists
did not shy from using nationalistic arguments. As carly as 1922
they pointed out that the rpzixan and the Muharram ceremonies
had originally come from Persia. Many dervishes, mollahs and recia-
tors came to Azerbaijan in order to carn thewr bread by exhorting
the population to cry and mourn throughout the year.” The "Turkic
workers and farmers were requested not to follow any longer such
forcign influences, and the government was advised o expel such
“charlatans™.""

The population was to be informed of the “true™ circumstances
of the events of Karbala’, which was expected to Iead o the reah-
sation that mourning was thoroughly inappropriate. This approach
also allowed the authors to re-cvaluate the carly history of Islam in
materialist terms. The most important arguments were as follows:"

" The theologian Aga ibn Abid Fazil Dirbindi ca. 1785 1869 was the author
of a report on the battle of Karbala> (dsrar dy-yiihida). which enjoyed great popu-
larity in Azerbaijan. His critics accused him of having explicitly recommended 1|}f~
flagellations: see Abdullayev. Islamn méhanambik. . 13: also Nakash. “Awempt™,
p- 176.

" MRL p. 15, i »

" This was the argumentation of Ali Hevdiar Qaravev 1896 1938 who was
temporarily secretary of the Azerbaijani Communist Party. See [umm(u{(z\/. 2 Avqus
1992 (Yeni mah-i méhérim gildiy: quoted from Abdullayev. Ldamm midiharramfik. p. 11O,

“ Iy 1927 the central committee of the Azerbaijani Communist l’n'nl\ (h-(‘l(nf-(.i
officially that the geographic origin of the flagellatons was Persia: see Khadzhibetli,
Antitslamistskaia. pp. 31 33, N A

“UThe summary is based on the propaganda writings listed above.
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I. The battle of Karbala’ was only the last act of a tribal strug-
gle between the Bant Hashim and the Bant Umayya, which had
lasted for several generations. Both clans competed for pre-eminence
in Mecca, the cconomic centre of Arabia. The temporarily defeated
Hashimites had, in the person of Muhammad, found an ideological
weapon with which they were able to regain hegemony. The Umayyads
had been forced to surrender after having been defeated by the
Prophet, but regarded ‘Uthman’s accession to the caliphate as a
chance to turn the tables. This time the struggle was not only for
Meccca, but a newly founded empire. Thus Husayn’s revolt had no
religious meaning, but rather a political one. He did not come to
Karbala’ in order to die, but in order to put the Bana Hashim into
power again. The so-called “tragedy” was in reality a then perfectly
usual skirmish between feudal lords.

2. Sull the events gave rise to many “legends” (dddigodu). The
Arab opponents of the Umayyads justified their rebellions with the
argument that these uprisings were simply a revenge for the death
of the Prophet’s grandson. Thus the legends gradually assumed a
more religious character. The Persian aristocracy, never reconciled
with losing national independence, hoped to be able to use the mur-
der of Husayn in order to weaken the power of the Arab caliphs.
Therefore they gave strong support to the “Alids against the Umayyads
and later the Abbasids. The Persian-Ottoman wars were simply a
continuation of the Hashimite-Umayyad struggle in a ime when the
Abbasids had been replaced with the Ottoman sultan-caliphs. The
Persian aristocracy fostered the Muharram ceremonies and the “cul-
ture of crying” in order to mcite hatred for the Sunnites among the
Shiites. All these factors contributed to incorporate the battle of
Karbala’> unjustificdly —into an Islamic heilsgeschichte.

3. While the Umayyads in Syria adopted many clements of
Byzantine culture and thus developed Arab feudalism, Husayn rep-
resented the heroie culture of the Bedouin of the patriarchal epoque.
Thus the batde of Karbala’ logically had to end in the victory of
the more “civilised” Umayyads. The battle of Chaldiran in 1514
was a similar example: the Safawids stood for a theocracy, which
was much more hostile to innovation than Ottoman feudalism. Thus
the more “progressive” side was able to win victory also in the bat-
te of Chaldiran.

4. The appearance of the Shia was only a “false sidestep™ of
Islamic history. Shiite religious beliefs and rituals are termed as “ugly™
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(yrinc) and “wild”. While Islam is generally at least credited with
having led the Arabs from nomadism to national unity, the Shia is
accused of having represented since the carliest times a force hent
on conflict and factionalism. The masses of the people were neven
able to profit from the Shia.

The last two points in particular clearly show the grotesque shape
the struggle against the Muharram ceremonies took in the 1920s: a
communist used “Pan-Islamic” arguments against the Shia, with a
radicalism a Sunnite polemicist would have been hard-pressed to
exceed. An Azerbaijani defended the honour of the Ottoman sul-
tans at a time when Kemalist Turkey was struggling to discntangle
herself from the Ottoman past.

Public Muharram celebrations indeed became increasingly rare
towards the end of the 1920s. In 1931 the state leadership alrcady
believed itself strong enough to take another step. In a law referring
especially to the Muharram ceremonies the following rituals were
outlawed on May 24, 1931:"

— Sahsey-Vaxsey processions;

— inflicting bodily harm on oneself or on others;

— flagcllations with swords or chains;

-~ cutting cut the forchead of children with a razor blade;

~ mourning a group of Arab feudalists in specially designated

houses.

The decree did not only, as in Iran or Turkey, refer to proces-
sions and flagellations, but included also ritual mourning in private
assemblics. The Second World War, however, forced the Soviet lead-
ership to re-cxamine its policies towards religion. The result was t.h(?
recreation of a religious administration, also in Transcaucasia, \\"11h
a shaikh al-islam in the chair. His duties included advising the Musl‘lms
to assemble on Ashara’ day only in mosques, so that they mlght
“legally” mourn Husayn. Still the authorities were confront_cd with
illegal processions and cven sword flagellations in the 19\.3'03 an.d
1960s; in Nakhichevan and the southern regions of Azerbaijan this

: 5]
was particularly common.”

" Abdullayev, Islamm méhdndmlik. p. 83.
U See Abdullayev, Ilamm méhdramlk. pp.
Ahiidov, Azdrbaveanda istamn. pp. 104 105 Sattarov.

104 120: Klimovich, Is/(l/ri. p. 243
Islam dini. pp. 31 35.
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Since the demise of the Soviet Union and the foundation of the
independent Azerbaijanit Republic the discussion about the meaning
of mahdarramlik has been given a new lease of life, although in a less
emotional manner when compared to the early twenticth century.
While precessions and flagellations are in some places again regu-
larly performed by “believers” (dindar) and advocated by mollahs,
other Islamic scholars raise strong objections to these rituals and the
“culture of mourning”.** It may well be expected that the question
whether maharramlik is a fundamental element of Azerbaijani culture
or an outdated, foreign ritual will remain a controversial issuc. Its
suprarcgional character is demonstrated by the fact that voices from
Turkey and Iran also partake in this debate.”

“ Such processions have again been organised by local clerics in the village of
Buzovna from 1993 onwards; sce Alizadd, Azdrbaycan dareglin, p. 37. Qasimoglu,
Ayi aydnlginda, pp. 48 49, 104110, is an example for literature raising objections
to the rituals.

" Religious publications from the Islamic Republic of Iran, written in the
Azerbaijani language and in Cyrillic script, are available in Azerbaijan; see e.g.
Niya, Xosrov Tiqiddasi: Imam Hiseynin (@) harikati hagginda 72 sual. Qum 1998,
(Aimmai nigriyyati).





