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The center of Shi’a Islam is to be found in three countries where over half of the population are identified with the Shi’a branch—Iran, where 90 percent are Shi’i, Iraq with 57 percent, and Bahrain with 54 percent. Other countries with significant percentages of Shi’i are Lebanon (30 percent), Kuwait (19 percent), Pakistan (14 percent), and Afghanistan (6 percent). In addition, 3 percent of the population of Turkey are Shi’i, and around 2 percent of India and Saudi Arabia. Of the total world Muslim population of over seven hundred million, about ten percent adher to Shi’ism.

The Arabic word Shi’i literally means followers or party. The Shi’is disagreed with the Sunnis over the issue of succession and considered Prophet Muhammad’s spiritual heritage to devolve on his son-in-law, Ali, and his male descendants through the blood lineage to the Prophet  provided by Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter. The debates and dissension over the issue of succession following the Prophet’s death and the broader question of secular politics were crystallized into three different sects in early Islam. The Kharijis demanded a clear-cut separation of the constitutional question from the religious one. In Shi’ism, on the other hand, the two were intertwined. The Sunnis took the middle line.

Shi’ism consisted of different Muslim groups who commonly recognized Ali as the legitimate Imam (leader or caliph) after the death of Prophet Muhammad.  In this Islamic sect, only Imam Ali and his successors were endowed with the divine quality and necessary Islamic credentials to be the leaders of Muslim community (umma). On the question of the divine status of the Imam and the idea of epiphany (the manifestation of the divine in man) and the intercession of the Imam, the Shi’is, however, were divided from the outset. The Zaidis limited God’s manifestation in the Imam to mere divine “right” guidance, without being bestowed with the power to perform miracles. For the extremists (the Ghulat), on the other hand, the epiphany is completely inhabiting. They believed in the descent of God or the Spirit of God into a person. Among the Ghulat were those who believed that Ali was God (Ali allahi). For the Imamis, the Imam remains mortal but a divine light-substance is partially inherent in him and passes onto his eldest son after his death. Each of these three divisions was further divided into many subdivisions in the course of history. The most dominant group among them are Twelver Shi’ism, the belief in the succession of twelve Imams, beginning with Ali and ending with Mahdi, or the Imam of the Age, who is in occultation (Gibb and Karmers 1995).
Sunni-Shi-i relations 
The followers of Shi’ism were initially a small group. Living under the Sunni rule and in a predominantly hostile environment, the Shi’is opted to deny legitimacy to the existing ruler while abstaining from any overt political action.  Under the Abbasids (750-1722) and more extensively under the Buyids (945-1055), their political conditions began to improve, and important Shi’i centers of learning were established in Iraq and Iran. Shi’ism gained a nationwide and lasting recognition under the Safavids (1501-1722) when it was declared the state religion of Iran in 1501. This announcement was followed by a ruthless religious policy that involved the abolition of millenarian extremism, persecution of Sufism, and suppression of Sunnism (Arjomand 1984). The Safavid religious extremism angered the Sunni Ottomans, leading to the outbreak of a major war between the two countries in 1514, and intense anti-Shi’i bigotry under the Ottomans and Sunni intolerance in Iran. In 1555, Tahmasp signed a peace treaty with the Ottomans and moved his capital from Tabriz to Qazvin. In 1597, Abbas I transferred the capital to Isfahan. From this period on, Isfahan grew to become another center of learning in Shi’ism.

The Shi’i-Sunni relationships grew tense as Arabia came under the influence of the reformist fundamentalism of Muhammad Ibn Abdul Wahhab, who had rejected Shi’ism. His followers in the early nineteenth century sacked Karbala and stripped the shrines of Imam Hussein and his brother Abbas of its gold and ornaments, killing many Shi’is. In the modern period, the Sunni and Shi’i conflicts considerably subsided and the relationship gradually gave way to a mutual recognition of each other’s faith by the ulama of both sects. 

Except for the problem of succession, there is no serious difference in articles of faith between the two sects. And in the course of history, the Shi’i and Sunni ulama ended up accepting the reality of secular politics and considering legitimate the differentiation between political and religious leadership. In the modern period, Islamic modernists downplayed the Shi’i-Sunni political differences.  Shi’i Amir Ali, for example, formulated a formula which considered the caliphate and the imamate as legitimate yet varying forms of leadership in Islam. He made a distinction between the Shi’i notion of apostolical Imamate and the pontifical caliphate of Abu Bakr, Omar, and Osman who preceded Ali. For Amir Ali, the two forms of leadership, apostolic and pontifical, can coexist and even play positive functions for the Muslim community as evidenced by Ali being the principal advisers to Abu Bakr and Omar. He disagreed with the traditional Shi’i position that considered the caliphate of the first three Caliphs as illegitimate. For him, these Caliphs were elected by the unanimous suffrage of the Muslims, and, for protecting the unity of the Muslims, Ali was perceptive in forfeiting his claim and pledging allegiance to Abu Bakr.  Amir Ali thus provided a basis for a closer relationship between the Sunnis and the Shi’is (Amir Ali 1922).
Iraq and Arab States
Iraq has been one of the most important centers of Shi’i learning since the early days of the tradition. The holy cities of Najaf and Karbala, known as the atabat, are where the shrines of Imam Ali and Imam Hussein, the first and third Imams, respectively, are located. These cities  have always attracted pilgrims, theological students, and high-ranking Shi’i theologians. The Iraqi Shi’is have also been active in the politics of their country. In the twentieth century, they at first welcomed the British as deliverers from the yoke of Turkish domination, but later on became suspicious of British objectives in Iraq and began to express their opposition to their presence in the country and to the establishment of the Mandate of the League of Nations. Being predominantly of poor socioeconomic status, they supported the 1958 coup that brought the socialists and the communists to power. When the Ba’ath party came to power in the coup of 1963, they constituted 53 percent of the party. But gradually the Sunni element in the party predominated and by 1968, the Shi’i portion of the party membership had fallen to six percent. In the 1970s, the Ba’ath party’s discriminatory policies resulted in the Shi’i population abandoning secular politics and participating in religious oppositional movements against the regime. These Shi’i political parties were repressed under the regime of Saddam Hussein, but flourished after the fall of his regime in 2003. 
The situation of the Shi’is in Bahrain is even more repressed than in Iraqi. A Sunni ruling family, the al-Khalifa, dominated an autocratic political order that excluded Shi’i from participation in public life and discriminated against them economically. Likewise, the Shi’i population of Saudi Arabia has been subject to the government’s discriminatory policies. Their community is the least integrated into the Sunni society and they are almost entirely denied the public expressions of their religious traditions. The Shi’is of Kuwait, on the other hand, are better off than any other Shi’i community in the Persian Gulf region. They have encountered little visible persecution at the official and social levels. Unlike the Shi’i minority in Saudi Arabia, the Kuwaiti Shi’is are allowed to build mosques and community centers, observe their religious rituals, and teach their religion at school. The situation of the Shi’i minority in Lebanon is unique compared with the rest of the Arab world. While they have always been among the poorest and least-educated groups, they managed, in recent years, to amass considerable political power and influence. Their persistent resistance against the Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon, which successfully forced the Israeli to withdraw from the country, enhanced their popularity among Muslim Arab population (Momen 1985; Fuller and Francke 1999).
The Political Power of the Shi’i ulama in Iran 
The political power of the Shi’a community in Iran is due in large measure to the role played by the ulama –the learned religious scholars, jurists, and interpreters of the law. At the apex of the Shi’i clerical hierarchy were the few who attained a certain fame, the approval of a great body of jurists, or a level  of intellectual competence to be able to settle differences and decide question of general discipline, and thus enjoyed the honorific title of Shaikh ul-Islam  or ayatollah al-ozma (grand ayatollah). Like their Sunni counterparts in the pre-modern Islamic world, the Shi’i ulama owned considerable landed property, which was partly a Safavid legacy and partly the result of pro-ulama practices of Qajar rulers in the nineteenth century, and enjoyed a fairly close relationship with the ruling elite. Unlike their Sunni counterparts in other Muslim countries, however, the Shi’i ulama not only increased their power in nineteenth-century Iran but also managed to play a crucial part either in favor of the ruling monarch or in opposition to him in all significant political events that transpired in the country in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

The rise in ulama power is attributed to the interplay of several historical factors. One was the weakness of the Qajar state in the nineteenth century. Another was the ulama’s close ties to the bazaar merchants, the craft guilds, and the landowners. These classes often supported them financially in the form of gifts, donations, and religious taxes (khoms and zakat). They also received payments for performing various functions related to general economic and social exchange. Finally, doctrinal development and religious contention in Shi'i hierarchy also enhanced ulama power. In the late eighteenth century, a long standing controversy in the discipline of jurisprudence was concluded at the center of the Shi'i learning in the Atabat–the Shi’i holy places in Iraq. At that time, the ulama were divided into three competing schools. The first was the Akhbari school, which denied any independent ruling on the part of the ulama above and beyond the Tradition of the Prophet and the Imams. The Usuli school, on the other hand, asserted the legitimacy of the function of the mujtahids in the interpretation of law and in making independent judgment. For the Akhbaris, the ulama’s basic function was the transmission of doctrine (naql) which was given precedent over the application of reason (‘aql), and ijtihad or independent reasoning was considered unlawful innovation. While for the Akhbaris, all believers should be the followers (muqallid) of the Imam, who is in occultation, for the Usulis, all believers should choose a living mujtahid to follow his judgment, hence the divisions of the Shi’is into followers (muqallid) and the spiritual leader (marja’). Finally, there was Sufism. The Sufis were attached to the esoteric rather than to the Law. Sufism, basically rejected the validity of any interference of the ulama in worldly affairs, while claiming that the Sufi doctrine was identical with the esoteric knowledge of the Imams. The leading proponent of the Usuli position was a certain Aqa Muhammad Baqir Bihbahani (1705-1803), who ended the supremacy of the Akhbaris in the Atabat. He vigorously championed the Usuli position, and attacked both the Akhbaris and the Sufis by formally denouncing them as infidels (i.e., takfir). The means Bihbahani employed were often brutal. He was known as Sufi-killer (Algar 1969; Keddie 1972; Moaddel 1986).

Yet despite their organizational and social resources, the ulama seldom displayed a unified political action. They were subject to conflicting interests emanating from their ties to the state, landowners, and the bazaar. The emergence of opposing political tendencies among these social forces at different historical junctures often resulted in the emergence of politically diverse factions among the ulama, undermining their ability to control and supervise culture production. This disunity was particularly visible in virtually all the political movement that emerged in Iran in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Religious Disputes in Iran’s Constitutional Revolution.
While the ulama were divided in the Tobacco Movement of 1890-92, their division was most pronounced during the constitutional revolution in Iran when they debated over the Islamic nature of the Fundamental Laws ratified in 1906 and the Supplementary Fundamental Laws ratified in 1907. The absolutist ulama were led by Shaikh Fazlullah Nuri. He attacked the Constitution as a great sedition (fitneh-yeh kubra) which from its emergence, rise, and decline went through three stages: (1) discourse and presentation (taqrir va unvan); (2) writing and declaration (tahrir va i’lam); (3) practice and test (‘amal va imtihan). The first stage was presented in such a pleasant way that it attracted the learned and the common people. In the second stage, the Constitutionalists first confined themselves to obscure statements, then began writing laws and regulations so that they could write freely against religion, religious leaders, and the ulama. In the third stage, the Constitutionalists began to practice whatever oppression they could. The constitutionalist ulama, on the other hand, rejected Nuri’s argument. Prominent among them was Ayatollah Na’ini, who formulated a defense of constitutionalism from the Shi’i standpoint. In his view, a despotic regime, displayed three negative aspects. It had usurped the authority of God, hence injustice to Him. It had oppressed the Imam for usurping his authority. Finally, it was based on the oppression of the people. A constitutional government, on the other hand, was free of the first and third oppression. It had only usurped the authority of the Imam. Thus there was no doubt that a constitutional government was far superior to a despotic one (Hairi 1977).
The ulama under the Pahlavis

The constitutional revolution did not lead to political democracy. After about two decades of ethnic and group conflicts, Iran experienced the rise of a new centralized authoritarian regime under Reza Shah who was capable of establishing order and security in the country. Under the Pahlavis, decisions about culture was the sole prerogative of the monarch, who in an authoritarian manner opted to promote secularism by undermining the Shi’i institutions, controlling their financial resources, imposing “feminism” from above by passing a law in 1936 that prohibited women from going public with veil, expanding modern secular education, and glorifying pre-Islamic Iranian kingship and culture. Under Reza Shah rule and during the decade following his downfall in 1941, the ulama’s opposition to the state was not ideological. The 1940s and early 1950s were a period of extensive political activities by diverse groups. Yet the religious establishment was not nearly as influential in politics as it became in the 1960s and 1970s. Although there were some influential ulama who supported Mosadeq’s nationalism, a good section of high-ranking ulama either ended up supporting the Shah in the 1953 coup or remained aloof from participating in politics.

The overly secularist ideology of the second Shah in the 1960s and 1970s pushed the ulama into the opposition. At the same time, the decline of liberal-nationalism and various forms of secular ideologies during the same general period contributed to the popularization of Shi’ism as the dominant oppositional discourse.  Lay intellectuals began to express their opposition to the Shah’s authoritarianism in religious terms. Within this context, Khomeini’s theory of vilayat-i fagih (the rule of jurisprudent) in which he empowered the ulama to take power and rule on behalf of the Imam gained considerable currency.  Although Khomeini claimed that his political view was rooted in the tradition of Shi’i jurisprudence, some of the prominent ayatollahs disputed his view. They, however, were silenced by radical revolutionaries after the overthrow of the monarchy in 1979. For example, Ayatollah Shari’atmadari argued that the rule of the faqih applies when there is not legitimate ruler in society like right after the fall of the Shah. But when there is a president and a parliament, it is their responsibilities to rule the country. The followers of Ayatollah Khomeini tended to give absolute power to the faqih (Moaddel 1993).
The Shi’i Politics in the Post-Revolutionary period 
If the secularism of the state in pre-Revolutionary Iran generated an Islamic opposition, the fundamentalism of the Islamic Republic in post-Revolutionary Iran appeared to have generated a new form of oppositional discourse. Far from transcending the narrow ideological boundaries of the Pahlavis, the Islamic Republic imposed a system of religious rules on society that rested on a particular, not universal, understanding of the shari’a. To be sure, during the revolutionary period of 1977-79, Islam transcended social differences among the participants in communitarian relations. The universalism of the Islamic revolutionary discourse, however, did not mean that there was a shared understanding about the nature of the post-revolutionary government, the social status of women, the sociopolitical function of religion, and the country’s relationship with the outside world. It was universal precisely because it meant different things to different people. The political unity that transpired during the revolutionary movement was produced by a factor external to Islam: as long as the Shah, i.e., the common enemy, was present, diverse Islamic groups were united and the Islamic alternative to the ideology of the monarchy seemed uniformed and consistent. This unity, however, proved ephemeral and fleeting, and as soon as concrete plans emerged about the nature of the post-revolutionary regime, disputes replaced harmony.

This is not to argue that Islam was incapable of furnishing a set of universal concepts to build a national consensus about Iran’s post-Revolutionary society. It was certainly possible for Ayatollah Khomeini and associates to follow the project of the Islamic modernists of the earlier period, showing a more positive orientation toward democracy and rational rule making, a more egalitarian attitude toward gender relations, a less belligerent attitude toward the West, and a more inclusive understanding of Islam. Instead, they took an overly fundamentalist orientation. Through effective and large-scale repression of the opposition, they were able to establish a theocracy, whose central institution was the governance of the jurisprudent. The ruling clerics attempted to transform the institution of Shi’ism into a monolithic religion controlled and guided by the state through the absolutist power of the spiritual leader. They brought the entire educational institutions under the government’s control to promote the ethics and morality of revolutionary Shi’ism. The mixing of the sexes was prohibited, and the universities and governmental offices were rearranged to ensure gender segregation. An Islamic dress code was imposed from above. Men were discouraged from wearing certain clothes deemed too Westernized, and women were not allowed to be seen in public without the veil or a headscarf. Nor were they permitted to wear bright-color dresses in public (appropriate colors being brown, black, blue, and gray). The moral police rigorously enforced the observance of the government’s codes of conduct. The portraits of the spiritual leader substituted that of the Shah and the Islamic revolutionary slogans came to replace the propagandistic statements of the pre-Revolutionary regime in public places. And the mass media turned into the organ of the state’s propaganda machine.

Nevertheless, the authoritarian nature of the state was moderated by a host of historical and religious factors. Contrary to the Pahlavis, who came to power through military coups, the Islamic Republic was the result of a popular revolution. The public demand for inclusion and political representation and the religious leaders’ desire to establish a theocracy were combined to produce a contradictory compromise in the structure of the Islamic Republic. Although considerably skewed in favor of the spiritual leader, the structural forces within the Islamic Republic were arranged in a fashion that would make the monopolization of power by the leader problematic. There are, for example, the offices of the spiritual leader and the Constitutional Guardians versus the office of the president and the parliament, the revolutionary guards versus the army, and the religious overseers in various governmental offices versus the secular members of the civil service. The Islamic Republic displayed an amalgam of religion and secularism. The office of the spiritual leader derived its sovereignty from the shari’a, the presidency and the parliament from the electorates. Further, from the religious viewpoint, we may consider the contradiction between the monolithic religious structure imposed from above after the revolution and defended by the office of the spiritual leader and the pluralistic historical tradition of the Shi’i ulama. The spiritual leader in Iran is not necessarily the most learned ayatollah in the country and the most learned ayatollah in Shi’ism may not be interested in political involvement. The leaders of the Islamic Republic have thus far failed to force all the ulama to bow to the authority of the spiritual leader. Finally, the duality between the state and civil society, that is, the general conflict between the Islamic Republic and the demand of the public, particularly women and university students, for political power and inclusion yet generated another favorable context that undermined the concentration of power.

Thus this structural and ideological pluralism may explain the rise of the current Islamic reformist movement in Iran. This movement has tended toward Islamic transcendentalism rather than toward fundamentalism and extremism. The reformist leaders in fact tried to occupy the political positions within the pluralistic structure of the Islamic Republic in the presidential elections in May 1997 and in June 2001, municipal elections in March 1998, parliamentary elections in February 2000, and the run-off parliamentary elections in May 2000. The dynamics of this structural and ideological pluralism may be attributed to the ideological reorientation of a significant group of Muslim scholars moving in a reformist direction. We have seen that some of the key figures leading the reformist movement were among the architects of the Islamic Republic: Abdul Karim Sorush, who is now defending Islamic democracy, was the principal theoretician of the Cultural Revolution that dismantled the institutions of secular education in the country in the early 1980s. Some of the reformist newspapers were run by the activists who were involved in the anti-West demonstrations and the seizure of the U.S. embassy in Tehran. And some of the grand ayatollahs who were among the signatories of the institution of the governance of the jurisprudence are now part of the opposition, demanding political reforms. What is even more astonishing is that all these reformist groups are defending their democratic position in terms of their reading of Islam; traditional liberal democratic discourse still plays a minor role in legitimizing the demands for personal freedom and the rule of law.
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