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Abstract

This thesis is an ethnographic study of the pilgrimage of Twelver Shi‘i pilgrims to the
messianic Mosque of Jamkaran near the shrine city of Qom, the major locus of Iranian
messianic anticipation. It examines how Shi‘i messianism gained popularity after the
Islamic Revolution — the belief in the imminent Advent of the Twelfth Imam, or Mahdi,
at the End of Time — by providing an overview of the political and discursive
reinterpretations that have led to messianic rhetoric's development, circulation, and
management. It also explores the interconnection of messianic aspirations and
pilgrimage and explains how this messianic journey helps them configure ethical self-
fashioning. This thesis explores ethical self-fashioning and piety within the Mosque's
context and outside its scope in daily life, providing insight into the multifaceted
aspects of Muslim piety that go beyond Islamic discursive models. Based on the
embodied and emotional experiences of Twelver Shi‘i pilgrims during their pilgrimage
and in daily life, this study outlines methods and techniques that can be used to shape
and re-configure relationships with self and others. I argue that Jamkaran's messianic
pilgrimage and its associated rituals assist my interlocutors in imagining novel
relationships with themselves and others, including a personalised emotional
relationship with the Hidden Imam. The Jamkaran messianic pilgrimage emphasises
inner virtues as moral substance and promotes personalised affective relationships
with the Hidden Imam. This inner connection and personalised relationship with the
Hidden Imam enable my interlocutors to reformulate their relationships with him,
themselves, and others in the present and future. Therefore, these ethical self-
fashioning projects will animate hope and have a prospective temporal dimension. I
attempt to examine the influence of the Jamkaran pilgrimage and its accompanying
rituals on cultivating the moral spirit and self-refashioning methods of my
interlocutors while also presenting the contradictions and challenges inherent in this
self-refashioning through the examination of concepts like entezar (expectation for
Mahdi’s Advent), sin, repentance, and forgiveness during the pilgrimage, as well as in
everyday life. By prioritising internal virtues and applying personal agency to
redefining these concepts, pilgrims can sustain and cultivate their moral identity.
Finally, I examine the persistence and continuity of pilgrimage experiences in
everyday life, along with the instability, fluctuation, and ambivalence they exhibit. As

a result, by addressing the moral failures of my interlocutors in their everyday lives, I



highlight the inadequacy of the pilgrimage experience as the only factor in moral self-
fashioning and demonstrate the heterogeneous and fragmentary nature of the

Jamkaran pilgrimage experience as a whole.



A Note on Transliteration

In this thesis, I use a simplified system of transliteration with a style recommended by
the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) for words and phrases
in Arabic and Persian. The symbol (‘) is used for the letter ‘ayn and (°) for the letter
hamza. The text is written using fewer diacritics in an attempt to make it more reader-
friendly. The only diacritic I have used is a macron, or bar, over vowels because Persian
words have a large number of long vowels. I have used macrons (3, 1, or 1) to indicate

long vowels instead of utilising two vowels such as [aa], [uu], or [ii].



Acknowledgements

Life isn't fair sometimes. The PhD period in my life was probably one of the most
painful periods in my life. I began it with the sudden death of my little brother,
Mostafa, and ended it with my sister's cancer diagnosis. Despite all the hardships, from
family and financial problems to the pandemic to the economic conditions of Iranian
society, which were deteriorating daily, the endless support of my supervisors, family
and friends helped me stay motivated and complete this thesis despite the obstacles.
My MPhil training in Cambridge, especially learning from the unfailing guidance of
my teachers and mentors, whether in the form of participation in course seminars or
numerous conversations in the office or over lunch and drinking coffee, played a
profound role in my initial explorations and provided suitable context for the
developed ideas of this thesis. My MPhil course at Cambridge University reflected
these early explorations through small-field research. My initial draft, which
subsequently contributed to this thesis, was greatly influenced by the constructive
comments and practical guidance provided by Professor James Laidlaw at Cambridge.
I thank James for his constructive comments on the first draft.

Moreover, I have benefited from Joel Robbins' Anthropology of Religion and Magic
class at Cambridge and his advice about refining my ideas. In particular, I have
benefited greatly from his fascinating monograph Becoming Sinners, which I cite
frequently in this thesis.

In Oxford, Professor Morgan Clarke and Dr Zuzanna Olszewska were discerning
supervisors and caring guides who helped me develop the initial plan that took shape
at Cambridge. I am uncertain if I can repay them for their unfailing guidance, support,
and faith. I cannot express how grateful I am for Morgan's comprehensive support of
my project, who patiently understood all my personal issues and humbly improved all
my scientific shortcomings. I would like to express my deepest respect for his warm
generosity, both as a mentor and as a friend. I also owe Zuzanna a huge debt of
gratitude for the knowledge, energy, insight, and scrutiny she provided to improve and
strengthen my PhD thesis. Her constructive and wise advice has enabled me to gain
insight into areas I might have overlooked by questioning many aspects of my writing,
from broad arguments to specific concepts. I cannot express my gratitude in words for

her support of me and my project.



I would also like to thank the Oxford Department of Anthropology and its dedicated
staff, especially Mel Goodchild. Mel's efforts to resolve administrative issues and
remove stressful obstacles so that I can move forward with peace of mind have inspired
my deepest respect. In addition, I want to express my gratitude to the staff at St Cross
College.

Last but not least, I cannot adequately describe my family's role in fulfilling this
project. As a first step, I would like to thank my parents for everything they have taught
me throughout my life. This project would not have been possible without the
unwavering support of my parents and my lovely sisters, Mahdieh, Kosar, and Zahra.
The unreserved support of my uncle Ali Mirrazi and his wife Fatemeh is also much
appreciated.

I dedicate this thesis to Maman and Kosar, who dedicated the most effort to its
completion. I would like to thank Maman, who nurtured the seed of hope in me and
eagerly awaited the completion of my doctoral dissertation. In all my life crises, her
loving arms have always been open to me. Through the years, Kosar has not only been

my supporter but also my good friend and encouragement.



Table of Contents

ABSTRACT ccouiteiettcecrecscressecscsesscresssssssessssesssssssssssssssssessssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssse 2
A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION....cuctuctecceccaecsessessescsssescascsssssssessessssssssassssssessessessrsssssasss 4
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...cccttcteeitctessesrescossscssscasssessessessssssssassssssssssssesssssssssssasssssssssessesses 5
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS ...cucteitertecteccaccancsessessessesssssascsssssssessessssssssassassssssessessssssssassassnss 9
GLOSSARY ..euirerrerrecraccacsessessessessesssssssssssssssessosssssssssssssssssssssassasssssssssesssssssssssasssssssssessass 10
INTRODUCGTION ..ccccuieeieecrerrecsecraccsccsessessessesssssssssssssssessesssssssssssssssssssssassasssssssssessssssssasse 12

FIELDWORK ENCOUNTERS AND POSITIONALITY .....cuuuuettietiiiiiietteeeteniiereeeeessesnreeeeessesssseneeessssssssenseess 18

CHAPTER OUTLINE ...uuttieieeereeesueereueessssesssessnseessseessseessseessssesssssssssesssseessseessseesssessssseesssessssasssseessaesn 21

CHAPTER 1: SHI‘l MESSIANISM FROM THEOLOGY TO POLITICAL IDEOLOGY:
REPOSITIONING OF THE MAHDI’S IMAGE AND RE-CONCEPTUALISATION OF THE

ETHICS OF ENTEZAR...........ceovrrreeeeereeeeeeeessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnssssssssssssns 26
1.1 INTRODUCTION ....ueeeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnaneesesesesersserssssssssssssesesesssessseeesessesessesssssssssesesesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnen 26
1.2 THE CONCEPT OF MAHDI AND THE OCCULTATION IN TWELVER SHI'T DOCTRINE .......cceeeeeeeeevveneeeennnn. 27
1.3 SHI'T MESSIANISM IN THE DISCOURSE OF THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION ......ccccvvvtteeeeeeeierneeeeeeeesenenneeeens 30
1.4 ETHICS OF ENTEZAR AND MAHDI'S ADVENT: FROM DIVINE INTERVENTION TO HUMAN AGENCY ....... 38
1.5 ABSTAINING FROM SIN AND OBTAINING MORAL VIRTUE: A PREREQUISITE FOR THE MAHDI'S ADVENT
........................................................................................................................................................... 42
1.6 CONCLUSION ....ieeeeuenenennnnnnnnensnsssesnsesesererererereeteeeetessteseseseseesessesesssssesesssesssssssssssssssssssssnssssnsnsnnnse 46

CHAPTER 2: THE JAMKARAN MOSQUE: FORMATION, EVOLUTION AND

POPULARITY vitiectrececececscscsccecesscscsssecssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssessssssss 49
2.1 INTRODUCTTION ..cvtvuuuuueeeeeeeereremunnnseesereessessssssssesesesssssssssssssssesessssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssssssans 49
2.2 JAMKARAN BETWEEN MYTH AND HISTORY: FROM INSPIRATION TO INSTALLATION ......cccevvvruvunneaaaeaes 49
2.3 JAMKARAN AFTER THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION: RENOVATION TO A MEGA MOSQUE.......ccccceeevvvnnnnnnne. 53
2.4 JAMKARAN MOSQUE: VIEWING TOGETHER.......uuuuuuuuuuuererrrerrrrererrrrrseerstereeesesseseseeseeseeeeeseesessesssessssns 61
2.5 RELIGIOUS RITUALS OF JAMKARAN MOSQUE.......uuuuuuuureerrrererereerereeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeesesesessssssssssssssssssnns 8o
2.0 THE PILGRIM ..ccetiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieieieeeeneiesesesesesesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssseseseseeeseseseesseseeeseees 8o
2.7 CONCLUSION ...ccetttttttreeeeeeeeaarassassasssassssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesessssssesssessssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssns 82

CHAPTER 3: PILGRIMAGE, MESSIANISM AND ETHICAL SELF-FASHIONING IN

ANTHROPOLOGY ecetetctcececececscscssssssesessscscssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesssssssssse 84
3.1 INTRODUCTION....ccetiereuurreeeeeesasnrrreeeesssssssseesessssssssnssasesssssssssssssessssssssssssessssssssssssesesssssssnsesessssssnsns 84
3.2 PILGRIMAGE, RITUAL PRACTICES AND SUBJECTIVITY ....uceeeeeeereunnnnnnnnnnnsesesssssssssssssssssssssssssssesessseens 84
3.3 ANTHROPOLOGY, MESSIANISM AND ETHICS.....ccuueiiitiuieeeeeiieeeeetteeeertnneeeesenneeeessnnesesssnnsessssneessssnnenes o1
3.4 ANTHROPOLOGY AND MORAL SELF-FASHIONING ....cuuuueeeeeeeererrssnnneeeeeeeesssesssnnseeesessssssssssnneseesessssssnes 96
3.5 EVERYDAY EXPERIENCES AND MORAL SELF-FASHIONING: OUTSIDE THE SCOPE OF THE MOSQUE.....100
3.6 HOPE, MESSIANIC ENVISIONING, AND ETHICS ......ccciitiiiiieieieieieeeesesenaianeaenaneresessssesssssssssssssssseee 105
3.7 CONCLUSION .....ccvttttreeeeeeeeeereeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeessesesessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassees 108

CHAPTER 4: PILGRIMAGE TO JAMKARAN: AFFECTIVE SENSIBILITY, SUBJECTIVE

TRANSFORMATION AND SENSE OF THE SELF ..ccccoctctcececececcscscsceceseccscssssssesecescssssssase 111
I B 00 08 () 111
4.2 IMAN BOOST’ AND INTENSIFICATION OF DEVOTIONAL ATTACHMENT ......0vvveeeeeeeirvreeeeeeeeesnsseeeeessennns 113
4.3 ROUTINE RE-APPRAISAL AND RE-FORMULATION OF THE SELF ...ccuuuuuieeeiiieeeerrmnnnneeeeeeeeeenennsnnsseseeeees 118
4.4 LIFE-CYCLE TRANSITIONS AND REFORMULATION OF SELF-IDENTITY....cccc0eeeerrurreeeeeenenrmreeeeessnssnnnee 122
4.5 DEVOTIONAL EMOTIONS AND INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY ...ccvvuuuuuieeeeeeeeeeeemnmnnseseeeeeeeeeesnnnnssaseeaes 127
F Y 010) (03 T (0] RS 133

CHAPTER 5: SERMONS, THE “AFFECTIVE” HEART AND BECOMING A TRUE

MONTAZER ..ococoieieioisircncaietecesessssssstocecessscssssssssssssssessssssssessssssssssssssesessssssssssesessssssssssss 137
5.1 INTRODUCTION.....ccvvttreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeessesesesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 137
5.2 BECOMING A TRUE MONTAZER ...cccceveeieiiieieiiiieieseeeeeeeeessasasssssssssssssssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnes 138
5.3 THE SERMON AND AFFECTING THE NEGLECTFUL HEARTS .....cccttttuiiiieieieeeeeeiniiiieeeeeeeeeenenssnnneeseeaans 139



5.4 SEEKING THE KNOWLEDGE AND RECOGNITION OF THE IMAM AND FEELING HIS PRESENCE IN THE

H B A RT ittt ettt ee e ettt e e et tat e s et ta e eastaasseaassnsssasssnsssasssnsserssnnnserssnnssssssnnsssesnnnssensnns 141
5.5 CONCLUSION ...ettutuueeeeeeeeerrrrusnnnaseeeeeesssssssmnnseesesssssssssssnssesessssssssssssnnssssssssssssssnsnnsesssssssssssssnnnsessssans 155
CHAPTER 6: SIN, WRITING PETITIONS AND CULTIVATION OF THE ETHICAL SELF:
SELF-FASHIONING AS A MUTUAL PROJECT ...cccc0cttttetececcscscssssesecescscssssssesesescscssssssess 160
6.1 INTRODUCTION ..ceeevrrirerieerereraaesaaesesesssssssssnsnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesemesesssesssesesssessessessssssssssssssssns 160
6.2 “NOT-YET-FULFILLED” MORAL SELF AND THE ACT OF “PETITIONING” AS MATERIALIZING HOPE FOR
MUTUAL SELF-FASHIONING ...eetttettteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseseeessssssssesssasasssssnnnnnssssnsnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnnes 162
6.3 MORAL SELF-FASHIONING AS A MUTUAL PROJECT: SELF-IMAM RELATIONSHIP AND RECIPROCAL
AGENCY .ueeeeeeeieinuueeunnnneeeeeseeseeseeresesestetaeareteteeetteeeteeeeeeseseeeeeeeseesesessseseseesssssesessssssssssssssssssassnnnsnnnnen 166
6.4 PETITION WRITING AND PRIORITIZING THE INSIDE-OUT MODEL OF MORAL SELF-FASHIONING ....... 171
6.5 CONCLUSION.....cetttuuuueeeeeeeerrrressnnneeeeeeessssssssmnneesesssssssssssnneesssssssssssssnnnsesssssssssssssnnsasssssssssssssnnnsesssanes 184
CHAPTER 7: NAMAZ AND THE AMBIVALENCE OF SIN AND REPENTANCE............. 187
7.1 INTRODUCTION ....ccetttiiiiiieeeierereresassasssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesesteesssesesesseeeseeeeeeeseesesesasanes 187
7.2 1 MISSED THE JAMKARAN PILGRIMAGE DUE TO A BIG SIN ....cuuvtiiiiiiriiirirerereeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseessanns 187
7.3 RITUAL OF REPENTANCE AND TECHNOLOGIES OF THE SELF .....cccctttutueeeieeeeeerrennnneneeeeeeeersessnnnssseeaens 190
7.4 NAMAZ-FE IMAM ZAMAN .....cceetieieeeeerereerennnenenennnnnnsnnnsssssssesssenerererererteeeesetetesesesesssseessssssesessesseses 193
7.5 NAMAZ AND MORAL SELF-FASHIONING ...ccuuuuuueeteieeetrmumunnneeeeeeeeerssssmnnsseesseesssssmssnssssssessssssssnnssssssees 194
7.6 REWARD-SEEKING AND MORAL CULTIVATION: SIN AND AMBIVALENCE TOWARDS REPENTANCE AND
FORGIVENESS ....ceiiiiitiiuuiieeeeeieetteteenieeseeeeeetesemsnssseseseeessssssssssssssssessesssnssssssssessssssssssssssssseesssessssnssssssnes 196
7.6.1 HOSNA AND THE REDEMPTIVE POWER OF GOOD DEEDS ......cuuvuvtvieieirerrereeereeeereeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseseseeens 196
7.7 RETAINING A SENSE OF MORAL SELF: PERSISTENCY IN SIN AND CONSISTENCY IN REPENTANCE ...... 202
7.8 WRONG THOUGHTS AND SENSE OF GUILT: RECITING MORE NAMAZ AS A TECHNIQUE FOR MORAL
SELF-CULTIVATION .ceettttittteeeeerereeesesssassssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssestsssssesesssssseseeessessessesesssases 207
7.0 CONCLUSION ....ccttttuuuueereeeeerrressnnnseeeeeesssssssmmnssesessessssssssnsessesssssssssssnnsessssssssssssssnsssssssssssssssnnnssssssens 211
CHAPTER 8: MESSIANIC ASPIRATIONS AND SELF-REPOSITIONING IN TIME:
ENVISIONING THE NEAR FUTURE TEMPORAL HORIZON ...cccccecetctcscacesececescscssssesess 214
LT85 200 0] 57 (0) SRR 214
8.2 MESSIANIC TEMPORALITY: THE TWELVER SHI‘T PILGRIMS’ MODEL OF TIME .....cuvvteeeeieeeeneeeeennnnens 214
8.3 ENVISIONING THE ADVENT: FUTURE TEMPORAL HORIZONS AND SELF-REFASHIONING ................... 226
9.4 HOPEFUL ENVISIONING: SELF-REPOSITIONING FORWARD IN TIME .....ccccceeerirvirniceeeeeeeeernnnnneneeeeeenns 229
8.5 THE SELF-IMAM RELATION IN THE PRESENT ......uuuuuuuuuuuuuerererrrrrerereereeererereeeseeseseeeeeeseeeesssseeeeeesesens 233
8.6 THE IMAGINARY PROCESSES OF SELF-REFASHIONING IN THE NEAR FUTURE .....ceeeiiiieriiriniiceeeeeens 237
S R 6 0) (0] 110133 (0) P PP 245
CHAPTER 9: CHALLENGES OF ABSTAINING FROM SIN AND MAINTAINING MORAL
SELFHOOD IN POST-PILGRIMAGE EVERYDAY EXPERIENCES.....ccccecttetececescscscsceces 249
0.1 INTRODUCTION ..cvttuuuuneeeeeeeerrerssunnneseeeeeesssssssnnsssesssssssssssssnssessessssssssnsnnsessssssssssssnnnssesesssssssssnnnnsasses 249
9.2 EVERYDAY LIFE AND MORAL AMBIVALENCES ....cecittttttuuuieeeieeeeeeremsmnnseseseeeessssmsnnsssesssssssssnnnssssssnes 252
9.3 EVERYDAY CHALLENGES, MORAL FAILURE AND TRIGGERING QUALITY OF PILGRIMAGE................... 257
9.4 PROTECTING RELIGIOUS DEEDS, PROFITING FROM IMMORAL CONDUCT AND RETAINING A POSITIVE
SENSE OF MORAL SELF: A MORAL FAILURE JUSTIFICATION ......uuuvuvueeeeeeeeeeeerereeeseeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeeeeeeseeens 263
9.5 THE PILGRIM IN POST-PILGRIMAGE: NEGOTIATION WITH INTERSECTING DISCOURSES AND
IMPLEMENTATION OF AUTONOMY AND CHOICE ....ceeeteertvuuunnneeeeeeeeersessnneeeesesssssssssnnneeeessssssssssnnsaessesaes 267
.6 CONCLUSION ..ciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieieeeiesasesesssssssssssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssstseeseseeseeesesesseseeseesessesesssenes 274
CONCLUSION . iittttceececcecescocessoccsssscscsssscosssssssssesssssscsssssesssssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 277
BIBLIOGRAPHY .ttutctctcacecececercscscscscscessscssasssesesessssssasssesesessssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssese 285



List of Illustrations

FIGURE 1: LOCATION OF THE JAMKARAN MOSQUE ....ccvuuueiietttneeeerenneeeerenneseesanneeesssnneeesssnnesssssnesssssnssessssnns 13
FIGURE 2: LOCATION OF THE MOSQUE .....cettuueiiittuneeeettnneeeeetnneeeetsnneeeesenneseessnneeesssnaeessssnssssssnnesssssnasesssnns 50
FIGURE 3: AN OLD VIEW OF JAMKARAN MOSQUE, RESERVOIR, AND GARDEN BEFORE THE REVOLUTION
(TAKEN ALMOST 50 YEARS AGO) .uuuvuvrvrervverrerereeereeeeeeeeeesesssseseeeeeeeseseeeseeesesesesesesesessssssssssssssssssssssnnssnes
FIGURE 4: THE ENTRANCE TO THE OLD MOSQUE BEFORE THE REVOLUTION .......cuceeeeeeeeeereennnnn.
FIGURE 5: PILGRIMS GOING TOWARDS THE MOSQUE ON FOOT. ..ccvvuuueeeeeeeererrresnneeeseeesssssssnnneseseessssssssnnnnnns 54
FIGURE 6: THE MOSQUES 3D MAP ....vvvviiiieiiirreeeeeeeeiinreeeeeeeeeesreeseeeeesssssssssseesssssssssssesssssssssssessssssssssssees 55
FIGURE 7: THE VIEW OF THE MOSQUE FROM ABOVE ....uuuuueieiieeettrruunnnseseeeeessssssnnnssesseesssssssssnesessssssssssssnnnnns 56
FIGURE 8: THE DENSITY OF PILGRIMS IN THE MOSQUE .....ccceeieieeeeeeeeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnnnnnnennnensssssssssssssssssssseees 57
FIGURE 9: APPROACHING THE MOSQUE WHEN THE TURQUOISE DOME BECOMES VISIBLE........ccceeveeeeeeeeeeeeeee 61
FIGURE 10: THREE-DIMENSIONAL MAP OF THE MOSQUE ......ccctttttuuueeeeieeeeerrrenineseeeeeeeeessmssnnessssssessssssnnnnnes 63
FIGURE 11: THE MAIN ENTRANCE ARCHWAY WITH TWO LARGE MINARETS STANDING ON EITHER SIDE.......... 64
FIGURE 12: THE TURQUOISE DOME AND FOUR GREEN DOMES.....ccuuuueeeeeeeeererersnnnieeeeeeeseessssnneeeeeeessssssssnnnnns 64
FIGURE 13: INSIDE THE MAQAM MOSQUE....ccuuiitttuuieeettuiereetttneeeettnaeaesstnnesessssnesesssnneessssnesssssnnesssssnnsessssnns 65
FIGURE 14: UNDER THE TURQUOISE DOME .....cceeettttttuunnneeeeeeeereeessnnnaeeeseessssssssnnnseesessssssssssnnasesssssssssssnnnnnns 66
FIGURE 15: INSTRUCTION ON HOW TO RECITE THE NAMAZ OF THE HIDDEN IMAM INSIDE THE MAQAM
IMOSQUE. cuuuueeeeeeeertreuueeaeeeeesaesesssnnnsaesesesssssssssnsssssssssssssssnssssessesssssssssnnesesssssssssssnnnsssssesssssssssnnnssessans 67
FIGURE 16: EXAMPLE OF A PLACARD STANDING IN THE COURTYARD INCLUDING INSTRUCTION ON HOW TO
RECITE NAMAZ AND THE BRIEF HISTORY OF THE MOSQUE. ....ccevvtueeerrrnieeerenneeeerssneeessssnseessssnesesssnneeens 68
FIGURE 17: EXAMPLE OF A PLACARD STANDING IN THE COURTYARD CONTAINING QUR’ANIC VERSES TO
MOTIVATE WOMEN TO KEEP THEIR HIJAB AND INSTRUCTION ON HOW TO RECITE NAMAZ........cccevvveeeens 69

FIGURE 18: A QUOTE FROM AYATOLLAH BEHJAT, A FAMOUS MARJA‘-I1 TAQLID (SOURCE OF EMULATION),
ABOUT THE JAMKARAN PILGRIMAGE: “THE MOSQUE ITSELF GUIDES PEOPLE, AND THOSE WHO GO THERE
ARE GUIDED BY IT. OUR BELIEF IS THAT THIS BLESSED SITE AND MOSQUES LIKE JAMKARAN MOSQUE
NEED NO INTRODUCTION. SOMEONE WHO SAYS WE WENT THERE WITHOUT SEEING ANYTHING SHOULD BE
TOLD THAT THEY DID NOT GO WITH A CORRECT BELIEF, OR THEY WENT OUT OF CURIOSITY. THE BEST
REPRESENTATIVE OF THESE PLACES IS THE PLACE ITSELF.” .....ccoueevvuuveeeeeeesiivereeeeeesssseseeesessssssessesesnnns 69

FIGURE 19: A QUOTE FROM AYATOLLAH SAFI GOLPAYEGANI, A FAMOUS MARJA‘-I TAQLID (SOURCE OF
EMULATION), ABOUT THE JAMKARAN PILGRIMAGE: “THE JAMKARAN HOLY MOSQUE WAS BUILT ON THE
ORDER OF IMAM ZAMAN. ‘ULAMA HAVE ALWAYS REVERED THIS MOSQUE BECAUSE OF THE
AUTHENTICITY OF THE PLACE AND BECAUSE OF THE MIRACLES THAT HAVE HAPPENED THERE AS A RESULT

OF INTERCESSION FROM THE IMAM, AND RECITING NAMAZ IN IT HAS MANY BENEFITS.”......ccvvveeeeeeennne 70
FIGURE 20 ....ccuueiiiiiiiiiieiiiiieeieieeeeeeeeeteteeeeteeeeeteeeeeeeeeeeeaeaesesassssssssssssssssssnsnsnsssnsssssnnsssssssssssssesssenenesenneneseee 70
FIGURE 21.....ciiiiiiiiiieieiceeceteiieeeee e s eeetttaaaa e eseeseeeeetttaasssssssseeesesssssssssssseseessessssssssnseseeeesssssssssssessessssssnnsnnes 71
FIGURE 22: CENTRAL OFFICE FOR GIFTS AND DONATIONS .....ccceeeeiereeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnnnnnnsnnssssssssssessssssssssssssssees 71
FIGURE 23: THE ACCOUNT INFORMATION AND QR CODE FOR DONATIONS ......uuuuuuuueerereereeveereereeesessesessseeees 72
FIGURE 24: THE JAMKARAN BOOKSHOP WITHIN THE MAIN COURTYARD ......uuuuuuuuuuuverereveeeerereeesessesssensseesees 72
FIGURE 25: EXHIBITION AND STORE OF CULTURAL PRODUCTS AND BOOKS IN THE COURTYARD NEAR THE

MAIN ENTRANGCE ...ccvvtteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseesesssesesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssees 73
FIGURE 26: CENTRE FOR ANSWERING RELIGIOUS QUESTIONS. IN ADDITION TO THIS CENTRE, THERE ARE LOTS

OF SMALL SECTIONS AROUND THE MOSQUE FOR ANSWERING SHARI‘A QUESTIONS........ceeeeerureereruveeeannns

FIGURE 27: PILGRIMS ASKING A CLERIC A RELIGIOUS QUESTION INSIDE THE MAQAM MOSQUE
FIGURE 28: THE PETITION WELL (MEN’S SECTION)......uuvttteeeeeeerirrereeeesssesssssesesessssssssseseeessssnnns
FIGURE 29: THE PETITION WELL (WOMEN’S SECTION)
FIGURE 30: THE PETITION WELL (MEN’S SECTION ) .....cceettteteeeeeeeeeeseeesesesesannssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnes
FIGURE 31: THE PETITION WELL (WOMEN’S SECTION)....ccceeeteteeeeeeeeeeeeeseernnnnsnsnssssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssees
FIGURE 32: THE KIOSK SELLING PETITION SHEETS .....cceeettteitieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseennnsnnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses



Glossary

Aqa — gentleman, lord, used as a respectful form when referring to the Hidden
Imam.

‘arizeh — Petition.

Chador — veil worn by Iranian woman; all-covering veil worn over the state-
prescribed hijab or modest clothing.

do‘a — supplicatory prayers.
do‘ay-e faraj — the prayer for hastening the Hidden Imam’s Advent.

Entezar — it is a state of expectation, a belief in the possibility that the Hidden Imam
will reappear at any moment.

Hadith (plural: ahadith) — A collection of authoritative scriptures that contain a
record of the Prophet's and Imam's actions and words.

Haram — forbidden by Islamic law.

Hidden Imam — For Twelver Shi‘i Muslims, the Hidden Imam is the twelfth and final
divinely appointed successor of Prophet Muhammad through his grandson, Hussain.
According to Twelver Shi‘ism, the Hidden Imam, known as the Mahdi, has been in
occultation since 941 CE. In the End of Times, he will appear as a saviour to lead
humanity and bring justice to earth, according to Twelver Shi‘ites.

Huktmat-i Islami — Islamic Government.

Imam — In Shi‘i terms, the Imam is appointed by God as the nation's leader and is
infallible. According to Shi‘i tradition, there are Twelve infallible Imams whom God
has appointed to lead the nation.

Iman — Faith.

Mahdi — Shi‘i Messiah figure whose Advent is anticipated by Shi‘i Muslims; the
Twelfth Imam.

Marja‘-i Taqlid — the source of emulation; the title confers a degree of authority on
the highest rank of Twelver Shi‘i religious clerics, allowing them to make legal
decisions within the bounds of Islamic law for followers and clerics below them.
Masjed — mosque.

Magqreb and ‘isha’ namaz — evening prayers.

Menbar — stepped wooden pulpit on which a preacher sits.
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Montazer — one who waits; in this context, someone who is waiting for the Advent of
the Hidden Imam.

Namaz — obligatory prayer for Muslims performed five times a day.

Nazr — vow

Shabistan — a covered area of the mosque.

Shi‘ites — the adherents of the Shi‘i branch of Islam. They are supporters of ‘Ali,
Mohammad’s son-in-law and cousin, as the legitimate successor of the Prophet
Mohammad. I used this term to refer to the community of Shi‘i believers.

Sureh — Chapter of the Quran

‘True montazer’ (Persian: =85 ,kix) — ‘true expectant’; a person who follows the laws
of Shari‘a and cultivates a perfect model of piety and morality, strives to acquire
virtuous personal preparation and paves the way for the Hidden Imam's Advent. The
true montazer must prepare the Advent with individual and social actions.

‘Ulama — Islamic legal scholars.

Wali al-Faqih — guardian Jurist.

Wilayat-i Faqih — rule of the jurisconsult; mandate of the jurist; It refers to the
governing of the religious and social affairs of Twelver Shi‘i Muslim world by
righteous Shi‘i jurists, until the advent of the Hidden Imam.

Vo‘az (Singular: Va‘ez)— preachers.

Ziyarat — pilgrimage; visitation.

Zohiir — Mahdi’s Advent
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Introduction

This project provides an ethnographic account and analysis of the Twelver Shi‘it
pilgrimage at Jamkaran Mosque in Qom, Iran. Since the Revolution of 1979, Iran has
been gripped by a messianic euphoria greater than at any other time in its recent
history, with speculations about the Advent of the promised Shi‘i Messiah (Amanat,
2009). In this apocalyptic anticipation, it is alleged that the Mahdi may appear at any
time, although the exact time and day of his Advent cannot be predicted. As a result,
believers are put into a state of persistent suffering and are constantly alert to sins that
may delay the Advent of the Mahdi. It is a long-held dream of many Shi‘i Muslims that
at one point, at the End of Time, a saviour will return to bring justice and peace to a
world filled with injustice. As a result of such an apocalyptic vision, believers are
compelled to stay forward-looking and alert to every moment, and as a result, they are
expected to exhibit the discipline of continuous self-improvement (Fenn, 2006).

The most prominent site of the embodiment of widespread messianic expectations in
Iran is the Jamkaran Mosque, situated on the outskirts of Qom, the centre of religious
learning in Iran (see Figure 1), where, according to tradition, the Hidden Imam
appeared to a pious man in a dream in the 11th century (AD) and instructed him to
build a mosque there. Every Tuesday evening, thousands of pilgrims from across the
country gather at the mosque to pray for the return of the Shi‘i Messiah. The Jamkaran
Mosque is thus a famous pilgrimage destination throughout the Shi‘i world, but
especially in Iran. For this reason, this ethnographic study of Iranian messianism and
pilgrimage to Jamkaran can offer unique insights into contemporary Iranian society,
as well as into the practice of Twelver Shi‘i Islam and messianic religious and ethical

projects more generally.

! The Twelvers are the followers of the twelve infallible Imams of the descendants of the Prophet of
Islam, who are considered by them the only true successors of the Prophet. In this view, ‘All ibn Ab1
Talib (661-600 AD), Mohammad’s cousin and son-in-law, is considered the first Imam and Mohammad
ibn al-Hasan (born 869 AD), who is also known as the Mahdi, is regarded as the Twelfth Imam whose
Advent is predicted at the end of time. When I use the term “Shi‘i”, I refer to Twelver Shi‘ites in this
thesis. In Chapter One of this thesis, I will provide a detailed discussion of Twelver Shi‘ism and the
twelfth Imam (the Hidden Imam) in more detail.
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Figure 1: Location of the Jamkaran Mosque
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As I will discuss in Chapter Two, Jamkaran Mosque differs in two critical ways from
other conventional Shi‘i shrines. Firstly, the Mosque's sanctity is derived from stories,
reports, and experiences about the Mahdi’s apparition there. Secondly, the Mosque
continues to be a place of miraculous experiences. As a place of pilgrimage, Jamkaran
Mosque focuses primarily on the Messianic beliefs of the pilgrims so that they can
perceive and internalise the sacred through their senses and through the rituals they
perform.

My research shows the interconnections between messianic aspirations and
pilgrimage, clarifying why Twelver Shi‘ites make pilgrimage to this particular site and
what happens during and after their journeys. To carry out this research, I conducted
fieldwork (2017-18) on the Twelver Shi‘i pilgrims in Qom and Tehran, the destination
of most pilgrims when they return home.

The following questions guide this research project. First, compared to the recent past,
particularly before the Islamic Revolution, why do messianic aspirations,
expectations, and messianic journeys currently seem to be receiving such widespread
attention in Iran? Second, given this new atmosphere of messianic hopes, why and
how do pilgrims make the pilgrimage to Jamkaran messianic site every Tuesday
evening, what happens during their journey, and what happens after they return
home? I address the first question by describing the large-scale religious-political
shifts that occurred after the Islamic Revolution to highlight how new meanings
emerged or older meanings were reinterpreted. The second question I explored related
to the conditions that shape the feelings, senses, places and performances of belief,
i.e., the forms of religious practices embodied in those spaces and performances.

By scrutinising the widespread messianic aspirations and expectations of individual
pilgrims, my project underscores the diverse modalities through which perspectives
and forms of an optimistic future are imagined and constructed. The messianic
expectations and hopes I have studied are not isolated from religious and political

discourses; instead, they result from various hybrid forms of political-religious
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knowledge, experience, and discourses that contribute to their flourishing. After the
Islamic Revolution, such specific messianic practices - I contend - should be
considered as part of a broader transformation of society as a whole, namely the
extensive tensions and changes that have occurred after the Revolution of 1979 that
established the Islamic Republic, which was accompanied by significant shifts in the
religious and political context. I make this connection between these societal
transformations and individual messianic aspirations and apocalyptic visions in two
different ways: first, I examine how official messianic aspirations and apocalyptic
visions have been reinterpreted after the Revolution, and second, I analyse how such
messianic knowledge, narratives, stories, and visions are perceived, negotiated, and
redefined by the individuals and how they help them to refashion themselves.

I combined ethnographic and archival methods to examine how apocalyptic visions
and messianic hopes are disseminated and exchanged across public and private
spaces. The Jamkaran Mosque was the primary field site for my research, but I also
visited private homes, shops, offices and online discussion boards, and I observed and
interviewed a diverse set of actors with diverse social statuses. In parallel, I viewed
television programmes, read newspapers, viewed DVDs, and examined online
material to determine how apocalyptic visions circulate throughout the public sphere.
By explaining the discursive and political contexts of the spread of apocalyptic visions
and messianic ideals, I attempt to contextualise the individual experiences in the face
of such messianic knowledge and apocalyptic visions. It is these experiences of
encountering messianic knowledge and apocalyptic visions that compile and shape
pilgrims' subjectivities on their journeys to the Jamkaran Mosque.

My second research question examined messianic aspirations and expectations in the
context of pilgrims’ ideas, experiences, and concerns. The narratives and stories that
pilgrims have shared with me and the sentiments of pleasure, anxiety, hope,
aspirations and failure they have expressed, in terms of their own personal
experiences, reflect their embodied subjectivities.

The ethnographic approach I used to explore why pilgrims conduct the pilgrimage to
the Jamkaran Mosque every week, as well as what happens to them during and after
the pilgrimage, is based on the notion of movement as embodied action. In my inquiry,
I asked how movement and contact with sacred landscapes and people contribute to
the meaning of the journey. To gain a deeper understanding of the reasons for pilgrims

going on pilgrimage to the Jamkaran Mosque, I had the opportunity to engage in a
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very practical way in some of the activities and practices that take place there. I tried
to understand how this journey shape the pilgrims’ subjective experiences and to what
extent these experiences continue to influence their daily lives. I drew on
anthropological approaches to ethical imagination and hope, as well as to the
anthropology of millenarianism/messianism and pilgrimage. In addition, I have
drawn on recent Iranian research on subjectivities and subject formation.

The primary reason for my interest in the Jamkaran Mosque stems from my high
school years when I was heavily exposed to the hagiographies of the mystical figures
of the Muslim faith. This interest prompted me to make pilgrimages to their tombs in
cities such as Qazvin, Tehran, and Qom to improve myself as a pious devotee through
the experience of the sacred. Once, while travelling to Qazvin to perform a ziyarat
(local pilgrimage) to the tomb of a mystic, a friend who accompanied me focused my
attention on the Hidden Imam. He said, “The Imam of the Age is the guardian of the
world, and every mystic’s torch is illuminated by his light.” Then I heard my friend
recite a hadith: “He who dies without knowing the Imam of his time will die in
ignorance.” Then he asked, “Why don’t you visit Jamkaran?”

This was the first time that my attention was drawn to Jamkaran Mosque. On my first
visit to Jamkaran Mosque, I encountered many pilgrims whose apocalyptic dreams
and messianic hopes had been triggered during their pilgrimage. I gradually became
aware of the public messianic discourse associated with pilgrimage to Jamkaran
through these personal narratives and stories. There was a common theme in most of
the reports that circulated in the public sphere, which was that Jamkaran was
portrayed as a place that facilitated communication with the Hidden Imam and as a
place that animated hopes and aspirations of the End of Time. As an example, one of
the my relatives visited Jamkaran to communicate with the Hidden Imam through the
well2 behind the Mosque so that the Imam heal his child’s illness. Another friend had
travelled to Jamkaran every Tuesday evening for forty weeks to achieve his dream.
Several pilgrimage tours were available to the public that facilitated the travel to
Jamkaran. Reports of mystics meeting the Hidden Imam regularly appeared in
numerous newspapers, magazines, and books and were represented as evidence of the
imminent Advent of the Hidden Imam and authenticity of the Jamkaran Mosque. It

was common for religious bookstores to sell stories of mystics and prominent religious

2 There is a miraculous well behind the Mosque's main building through which pilgrims communicate
with the Hidden Imam by throwing their petitions in it (see Chapter Two).
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figures meeting the Hidden Imam and miracles, which included healing and taking
care of the needs of believers due to the Jamkaran pilgrimage. This highlighted the
miraculous power of the pilgrimage and its influence on the believers and their
connection to the Hidden Imam. As part of state television's continuing efforts to
evoke an apocalyptic sensibility among its viewers, on every Friday evening, Channel
One played religious hymns with an apocalyptic undertone, with clips of the Jamkaran
Mosque and crowds of pilgrims streaming into the Mosque in the background. It was
these messianic representations, which have been expressed in the narratives and
intimate tales of family and friends, in newspaper and media reports, as well as in
religious and political discourses, that led me to focus this thesis on this topic.

The culture of piety in Jamkaran is not restricted to miracles. One of the most
important messages that the experience of the Messianic pilgrimage to Jamkaran
Mosque instils in the pilgrims is that ethical improvement is a prerequisite for the
Advent of the Hidden Imam. This necessity for moral cultivation highlights people’s
sin as the greatest obstacle to the Advent of the Mahdi, and combines the pilgrimage
experience with the virtuous act of entezar (expectation) for his Advent, which
requires compliance with the religious and moral discipline required to become a true
montazers for the Hidden Imam. As a result of the Jamkaran pilgrimage and the
rituals associated with it, the pilgrims are encouraged to form a heart-felt connection
with the Hidden Imam. The pilgrims also get familiar with issues such as the duties of
true montazers in the End Times, ways to communicate with the Imam, and the
discourse of Mahdism, through pilgrimage and its related rituals. These all are
presented to the pilgrims to recover Mahdi's image from traditional and complex Shi‘i
messianic texts and to shape a virtuous self in accordance with the Islamic
Revolution’s principles and values. The Jamkaran pilgrimage targets the messianic
and apocalyptic beliefs of the Shi‘i pilgrims and tries to form a virtuous self free from
sin. The pilgrimage and communication with the Hidden Imam are depicted as a
means for moral purification, a means to preserve faith, and a means to hasten the
impending Advent of the Mahdi. During the pilgrimage experience, by evoking the

apocalyptic sensitivities of the pilgrims towards the imminent Advent of the Mahdi,

3 A person who follows the laws of Shari‘a and cultivates a perfect model of piety and morality, strives
to acquire virtuous personal preparation and paves the way for the Hidden Imam's Advent. The true
montazer must prepare the Advent with individual and social actions.
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the intention is to stimulate the internal motivation necessary for change within the
pilgrims. Such continuous stimulation of the apocalyptic-messianic ideals has kept the
messianic expectations of Shi‘i pilgrims alive. Every Tuesday evening, Shi‘i pilgrims
attend the mosque and participate in various rituals, mainly sermons, that are held in
the mosque. As a result of such attendance, pilgrims' vision of eschatology and a sense
of anticipation begin to flourish, allowing them to improve. By attending sermons,
reciting namaz, and writing petitions, pilgrims can improve ethically and get closer to

the Hidden Imam.

Thus, I investigate the role of action and consequences of the Jamkaran pilgrimage
during the pilgrimage as well as in daily life beyond the mosque in the formation,
reinforcement, and transformation of pilgrims. I attempt to examine the influence of
the Jamkaran pilgrimage and its accompanying rituals on cultivating the moral spirit
and self-refashioning methods of my interlocutors while also presenting the
contradictions and challenges inherent in this self-refashioning through the
examination of concepts like entezar (expectation for Mahdi’s Advent), true montazer,
sin, repentance, and forgiveness during the pilgrimage, as well as in the context of daily
life. Jamkaran messianic pilgrimage experiences encourage pilgrims to have a
personalised affective inner relationship with the Hidden Imam and emphasise inner
virtues as moral substance (see Chapters Five & Six). As a result of this inner
connection and personalisation of the connection with the Hidden Imam, my
interlocutors can reformulate their relationship with him, themselves, and others in
the temporal dimensions of the present and future. Moreover, these ethical projects of
self-fashioning will animate hope and have a prospective temporal dimension.
Additionally, I will demonstrate how my informants reinterpret and redefine concepts
such as sin, repentance, forgiveness, and the virtuous action of entezar. By prioritising
internal virtues and applying personal agency to redefining the aforementioned
concepts, pilgrims can maintain and cultivate a sense of moral self. Lastly, I examine
the continuity and permanence of pilgrimage experiences in everyday life and
highlight the instability, fluctuation, and ambivalence of internal and moral
transformation after pilgrimage. Consequently, by addressing the experiences of
moral failure of my interlocutors in the context of everyday life, I highlight the

inadequacy of the pilgrimage experience as the only factor in moral self-fashioning and
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depict the heterogeneous and fragmented nature of the Jamkaran pilgrimage

experience as a whole.

Fieldwork Encounters and Positionality

During the summer of 2017, while I was preparing for my first visit to my field of study,
my mother asked me about the destination of my trip. As soon as I informed her that
I would be leaving for Jamkaran, she responded with great enthusiasm:

I hope that your pilgrimage will be accepted. I would like you to make a pilgrimage on my
behalf.

On the way to the mosque on the bus, I was preoccupied with whether I was going to
the mosque as a pilgrim or as a researcher as I left home. I was curious to know if I was
able to perceive the phenomenon of pilgrimage and messianic orientation in the same
way as my interlocutors do when they go to the mosque. Were there any barriers that
would prevent me from achieving this goal? I kept thinking about these questions on
the way. Upon first glance, it was evident that I was not a pilgrim because I was not
going to the mosque with the intention of going on pilgrimage, but rather I was going
to the mosque for the purpose of performing a preliminary field investigation.
However, I was not a stranger to pilgrimage either, as I was native to the region I would
be studying, and as a member of that culture, I had grown up with the Twelver Shi‘ites.
I was able, therefore, to find some common ground with the pilgrims’ experiences as
someone who belongs to this Shi‘i culture. Nevertheless, I was also part of an outsider
when I was interacting with pilgrims as part of my role as a researcher. Therefore, this
continuous self-evaluation was always with me during the fieldwork, so that I
constantly took advantage of the dual role that I had as both a pilgrim and a researcher,
and I was constantly trying to evaluate myself to understand better the context of life
and activities of the informants I am interviewing to be able to present a more accurate
picture of the situation. I, therefore, tried to maintain value neutrality throughout the
fieldwork and not add my own experiences and subjectivity while participating in and
recording the experiences of those whose pilgrimage and daily life I was studying.
While the emotions and reactions evoked during fieldwork are part of the
ethnographic knowledge process, I have always been interested in controlling and
becoming aware of these factors that highlighted my identity as an insider Muslim
(Davis and Spencer, 2010: 1).

I used a mixture of ethnographic research and historical background to understand

how pilgrims encountered the apocalyptic visions and messianic hopes embodied
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during the Jamkaran pilgrimage. My primary method for collecting data and
understanding people’s lives was participant observation, especially in the context of
pilgrims’ lives. Participant observation allowed me to be as close as possible to my
interlocutors in non-pilgrimage environments, such as private homes, workplaces,
cafes, and public spaces, and to collect rich empirical data. In addition to conversations
inside the mosque during the pilgrimage, I also engaged in informal exchanges with
Twelver Shi‘i pilgrims outside the mosque. Therefore, I tried to find my informants
and collect my data through communication with pilgrims in the mosque and outside
its scope, particularly on the bus when pilgrims were on the way out and on the way
back, and in different contexts such as shops, cafes, conference halls and at their
homes. As part of these conversations, I have also conducted in-depth semi-structured
interviews. I interviewed more than forty pilgrims personally and conducted countless
informal conversations with other pilgrims on the way to and from the pilgrimage site.
During the fieldwork, I established closer and deeper relationships with eight families
living in Tehran and Qom to portray pilgrims' sacred and mundane experiences more
genuinely and transparently. I initially contacted several pilgrimage tours in Tehran,
explaining that I was doing research on pilgrimage and self-improvement, and some
of these pilgrimage tours allowed me to volunteer in their groups, and they introduced
me as a research student to these groups. Additionally, I participated as much as
possible in the activities organized by these tours. As a member of a pilgrimage group,
I also participated and cooperated in most of the activities in the mosque. I travelled
with numerous pilgrimage tour groups from Tehran to Jamkaran, but I travelled more
with two specific pilgrimage tour groups that my close informants belonged to. In
addition to finding informants within the same pilgrimage tours and pilgrim groups
that I was associated with, I also connected with other pilgrims outside these networks
using snowball sampling. I attended the mosque almost every Tuesday evening and
most Thursdays from the mid-summer of 2017 to early fall of 2018 when more
pilgrims came to visit, and on other days of the week, I visited bookstores, libraries
and institutions related to Mahdism based in Qom and read newspapers, watched TV
shows and checked out DVDs and online content, and generally examined the
apocalyptic visions and aspirations of the Twelver Shi‘i population. For example, I
joined several Telegram and WhatsApp channels and groups to keep track of the
apocalyptic news and keep in touch with my informants. My field notes were in Farsi,

which I documented on my mobile phone or personal notebook or in the form of audio
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and video recordings (with the informant's permission), and then I translated them
into English.

Jamkaran receives pilgrims from different parts of Iran and with a variety of
backgrounds. Thus, my sampling was based on age, gender, education, and different
classes of potential interlocutors. In selecting my informants, I carefully considered
such factors to reflect the diversity of pilgrims and vividly represent pilgrims' hopes
and desires. One of the factors that attracted my attention during the pilgrimage was
the more significant number of female pilgrims than male pilgrims. This significant
number of women compared to men who visit pilgrimage sites can be attributed
partially to gender inequalities and restrictions in society that prevent traditional
religious women from participating in a variety of social activities (Betteridge, 2002:
279). Among the majority of traditional/religious Iranian middle and lower-class
families, women, especially young girls, are not as free to participate in social activities
as men, and they are subjected to a network of restrictions that are imposed by law
and custom. There is a requirement that women obtain permission from their families
(i.e., their husbands, fathers, and brothers) to go out and spend time outside. A
pilgrimage can be a good excuse for women to leave their homes and spend a night
away from their families, especially for those coming from traditional/religious
families. The pilgrimage is also a great opportunity for women to get away from their
housework duties for some time and communicate with new people and situations
(ibid). Visiting a pilgrimage place is commendable as a religious practice that men of
the house would find difficult to oppose. Therefore, pilgrimages to Jamkaran enable
women, to a certain extent, to free themselves from their social captivity. This space
and discourse that pilgrimage creates for women has been described by Dubisch (1995)
as a “poetics of womanhood” - a place where women can express and present their
“being woman” during the pilgrimage to overcome the challenges caused by gender
inequality and to express and negotiate problems that cannot be directly resolved in

everyday life.

My research has also taken into account the ethical considerations I should consider
as a researcher. To comply with the ethical requirements of the project, I always
obtained consent from the volunteer participants in the interview and protected their
confidentiality during the ethnography. I coded all the recorded interviews, changed

all the participants' names, and used pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. The
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transcriptions of all the interviews were shared with each participant, along with my
own insights from the field notes, and I reviewed them with each participant again
until the quality of the findings, along with my analyses and additions, was clarified
with the participant himself so that I could analyse and interpret the stories and

narratives of the participants more accurately.

Chapter Outline

Chapter One examines how the concept of the apocalyptic saviour and his Advent,
which is embodied in Shi‘i theology in the concept of the Hidden Imam, has evolved
into a political and revolutionary understanding as a result of conceptual
transformation, leading to the integration of Shi‘i messianism into Iranian politics. I
will explain how such a messianic orientation emerged in post-revolutionary Iran and
why it became a matter of widespread interest and public concern. The messianic
ideology is examined within a “discursive tradition” that guides practitioners
regarding religious and moral practice’s suitable form and function. Taking a close
look at this messianic ideology from the viewpoint of a discursive tradition enables us
to understand how beliefs and practices are negotiated and interpreted with the
involvement of moral subjects engaged with messianic discursive traditions. By
explaining how the image of the Mahdi is repositioned and the re-conceptualisation of
the ethics of entezar as a result of the reinterpretation of traditional Shi‘i messianic
narratives after the Islamic Revolution, I discuss how the re-conceptualisation of the
ethics of entezar has proposed the idea of avoiding sin and attaining moral virtue as a
prerequisite for the Advent of the Mahdi.

Chapter Two describes the formation, evolution, and popularity of the Jamkaran
Mosque over the course of history. My purpose in this chapter is to explore the
significance of the mosque as the primary field of my ethnography and explain how it
became a site for embodying the messianic orientation and the apocalyptic
anticipations described in the previous chapter.

Chapter Three examines the central concepts used in this thesis in the context of
broader anthropological scholarship. Themes such as messianism, apocalypticism,
ethics, pilgrimage, everyday experiences, and their relationship with self-fashioning
will be examined anthropologically, highlighting their relevance to my research. I
contend that the messianic ideal of millennial groups, especially the Twelver Shi‘i

pilgrims that take part in the Jamkaran pilgrimage, which contains a transformative
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element that reveals the pilgrims' subjective experiences of the journey, can encourage
my interlocutors to cultivate active responses that always require moral diligence. I
also demonstrate how messianic ideals lead to changes in subjectification and a
reorientation of the self in time. As a result, I portray hope as a motivating factor for
my interlocutors. After a critical review of recent works on Islamic piety, notably Saba
Mahmoud's celebrated monograph as an early reference work on piety, I explain how
my work, in much the same vein as Mahmoud's, draws on Foucault's ethics, but my
work departs from Mahmoud's exclusive focus on Islamic discursive tradition to
illustrate how both agentive perception and intersecting discourses influence moral
actions simultaneously. My work reflects everyday experiences of moral self-
fashioning outside the confines of the mosque to highlight the complexities and
ambivalences of subject formation and challenges homogenous and idealised
approaches to pious self-fashioning which neglect the broader socio-economic
context.

Throughout Chapter Four, I will examine the role of pilgrimage action and
consequences of the Jamkaran pilgrimage in forming or transforming what my
interlocutors call their howiyat, or sense of self-identity. My approach is to connect
pilgrimage with the subjects' inner lives, particularly how they feel, respond, and
experience. Specifically, I examine how pilgrims' perceptions of highly transformative
pilgrimage experiences constitute, enrich, and transform their sense of self or identity
as a result of their pilgrimage experiences.

In Chapter Five, I will examine the sermon as a ritual of the Jamkaran pilgrimage and
illustrate how participating in such practices can cultivate a moral disposition.
Participating in sermon rituals emphasises the importance of the pilgrim's internal
and personalised affective relationship with the Hidden Imam and encourages
pilgrims to reorient themselves by emphasising their reconfiguration as inextricably
linked to the Imam in the immediate present. The sermon introduces sin as an obstacle
to the Advent of the Hidden Imam and the feeling of the presence of the Hidden Imam
in the heart as a moral state pilgrims should strive to achieve to put their willpower
alongside the Imam’s willpower. Consequently, improving inner quality overrides
outward actions, and abandoning sin is a prerequisite for becoming a true montazer
for the Hidden Imam and facilitating his Advent. Hence, participation in the sermon

can be considered a mode of subjectification that encourages pilgrims to have a
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personalised relationship with the Hidden Imam, prioritising inner virtues as a moral
substance.

Chapter Six evaluates the performative act of petition writing, as well as its repetition
by my interlocutors, as a technology of the self that allows them to reproduce hope
within themselves. The ritual of petition serves as a means by which my interlocutors
facilitate and fulfil their not-yet-fulfilled ethical project by personalising their
relationship with the Imam. I portray the petition as a self-reflective confession of the
subject's inner moral feelings, caught in a cycle of guilt and repentance, and show how
my interlocutors are led to an understanding of self-fashioning in which the fulfilment
of moral selves is dependent on the implementation of the Imam’s agency. My sample
petitions in this chapter clearly illustrate that reciprocal agency is necessary for the
formation of the moral self among my interlocutors. As a result of this approach, my
interlocutors do not necessarily point to their inability to fulfil their moral self as the
sole reason for their failure, but they also involve the Imam as a part of this process
because the Imam has not yet imparted to them the ability to grow into potentiality,
worthiness, and success. In this chapter, I will also address the outside-in and inside-
out models of pious practices, demonstrating how my interlocutors work on their not-
yet-fulfilled moral project by prioritising inner virtues as the ethical substance
focusing on their personalised affective relationship with the Imam through the use of
the petition technique.

In Chapter Seven, I describe how my interlocutors understand and reinterpret themes
such as sin, sense of guilt, repentance, and forgiveness through the ritual of namaz
(Islamic prayer). As I highlight the pilgrims' experience of the Jamkaran ritual of
namaz, also known as Imam Zaman's namaz, I show how it helps my interlocutors
maintain and cultivate their moral sense. By exploring how they redefine and
reinterpret sin, repentance, and forgiveness, I examine their different understandings
of performing namaz.

Chapter Eight focuses on the moral self-fashioning of my interlocutors, who are
waiting for the imminent Advent of the Mahdi, within the context of temporality and
hope for the future. As I will demonstrate, the moral self-fashioning process of my
interlocutors is also temporal, and this messianic temporality provides them with a
model of time in which they are constantly placed in a state of messianic attention in
which every action contributes to Mahdi's Advent. Using the responses of my

interlocutors, I demonstrate that Shi‘i messianic perceptions and actions resulting
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from the Jamkaran pilgrimage create two temporal orientations that are interrelated
and coexistent: the relationship between the self and the Hidden Imam in the present,
as well as the imaginative processes by which my interlocutors can construct
themselves by envisioning the near future temporal horizon (i.e. the Mahdi’s Advent).
Chapter Nine focuses on the persistence and permanence of pilgrimage experiences
and their resulting transformations in pilgrims' daily lives. My argument is that the
experience of inner and moral transformation in the aftermath of pilgrimage is
impermanent, oscillating, and ambivalent. While my interlocutors' responses are filled
with moral failures in light of the contradictions of everyday life that demonstrate their
failure to internalise moral virtues adequately, I argue that despite these
contradictions and ambivalences, pilgrims continue their journey towards moral
cultivation. In this final chapter, I illustrate the methods and strategies my
interlocutors use to cope with the ambiguities and conflicts of daily life to compensate
for and even justify their moral failures. Additionally, I examine how my interlocutors
negotiate different teleologies, which leads to the development of multiple modes of
subjectification. In this way, I demonstrate the inadequacy of the pilgrimage
experience alone in moral self-fashioning and underscore the heterogeneous and

fragmented nature of Jamkaran's pilgrimage experience.
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Chapter 1: Shi‘i Messianism from Theology to Political
Ideology: Repositioning of the Mahdi’s Image and Re-
conceptualisation of the Ethics of Entezar

1.1 Introduction

There is no doubt that after the Islamic Revolution, the eschatological understanding
of the concept of the Mahdi and his Advent, which has been depicted in theological
texts as being in some distant and unreachable future, has shifted towards a temporal
dimension that seems imminent. This change in the discursive tradition is a result of
combining Shi‘i messianism with politics and reinterpreting the concepts of
expectation and eschatology so as to result in the emergence of a revolutionary
understanding of the Mahdi and his Advent, in which the Mahdi’s Advent is always
considered imminent and human agency has a significant role to play in instigating
and facilitating his coming. It is evident from the change in temporality related to the
concept of Mahdi and his Advent, resulting from political and ideological
interpretations that emerged after the Revolution, that the reorientation of the figure
of the Hidden Imam and re-conceptualizations of the ethics of entezar (expectation)
are both flexible and capable of evolving and transforming towards a future whose
coming is accelerated through the instigation of the human agency, along with the
anticipation of an apocalypse that is awaiting its ending.

My purpose in this chapter is to describe how the concept of the Mahdi as a saviour
and his Advent from a theological perspective evolved into a political and
revolutionary understanding through the process of conceptual transformation and
how this transformation led to the integration of messianism into Iranian politics. As
a result of this transformation in the Revolutionary period, the concept of the Mahdi
has benefited from an ideological and political standpoint. As a result of this
revolutionary understanding of Shi‘i messianism, it is expected that the Mahdi will

appear in the near future, and Shi‘i groups are preparing for his Advent.

In the following, I first focus on messianic ideology in Twelver Shi‘i doctrine,
identifying the concept of Mahdi and the doctrine of ghayba (occultation) as a key
element of Twelver Shi‘ism, which is currently the official position of the Islamic
Republic. Taking into account the historical context, we can gain a deeper
understanding of the epistemological foundations of Shi‘i messianic apocalyptic

orientation in post-revolutionary Iran. This historical review will help us better
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understand how the Islamic Republic has inherited messianism and how it
incorporates eschatological concepts into its founding principles. After that, I will
discuss how the figure of Mahdi has been repositioned, and the ethics of expectation
reconceptualized, as a result of the re-interpretation of traditional Shi‘i messianic
narratives over the last decades. In the last part, I will discuss how the
reconceptualisation of the ethics of expectation has raised the idea of abstaining from
sin and attaining moral virtue as prerequisites for the Mahdi’s Advent.

1.2 The Concept of Mahdi and the Occultation in Twelver Shi‘i
Doctrine

In Twelver Shi‘ism, as one of the major and largest Shi‘i branches, there is the belief
that ‘Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, inherited Mohammad’s spiritual and
political authority over the Muslim community (Newman, 2013: 1). Following
Muhammad’s death, the movement flourished with the formation of the Shi‘a party
led by ‘Ali, Mohammad’s son-in-law and cousin, which upheld ‘Ali’s right to succeed
the Prophet Muhammad on the basis of the Prophet’s will. Those who followed ‘Ali
became known as Shi‘a (or the Shi‘a party) as a result. As a consequence of this, the
Shi‘i community developed their own ideology after the death of the Prophet in which,
to ensure the credibility of their interpretations of Islamic law and concept, the
presence of a rightful and authoritative successor of the Prophet was required
(Sachedina, 1980: 54-55). After ‘Ali’s assassination, they believe that “the succession
lay with his male descendants, via his son al-Husayn” (Newman, 2013: 1). In this vein,
they consider ‘Ali and his two sons, al-Hasan and al-Husayn, as well as nine of the
descendants of al-Husayn to be a divinely appointed, infallible group of individuals
who are the legitimate Shi‘i Imams, or leaders. This branch of Shi‘ism is therefore
referred to as the Ithna ‘Ashariyyah (Twelvers), as opposed to other branches that
recognise different groups and numbers of individuals. According to the Twelvers, an
Imam is the sole authority in all matters of law and faith, regardless of whether he is
in power or not. In the course of time, the concept of the Imamate developed from a
simple notion of a leader who would bring Islamic justice to the oppressed to a highly
sophisticated concept of an eschatological Hidden Imam. From the beginning, a
charismatic leader was needed to save this community from misery and distress. There
was a belief that one of the only ways one could fulfil such an expectation was through
a relative of the Prophet. Following the death of the Prophet, the Umayyads, who were

the first Islamic dynasty, marginalised the followers of ‘Ali, known as the Shi‘tes,
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leading to a sense of messianism being cherished among the Shi‘as (Sachedina, 1980:
9).

According to Shi‘i tradition, after the eleventh Imam died in 874 A.D., his four-year-
old son, the Mahdi, entered into a state of occultation and thus became invisible to the
community of believers (Amir-Moezzi, 1994: 111). During this period, known as the
Lesser Occultation that lasted for almost 70 years, Mahdi communicated with the Shi‘i
community through four Na'’ib (Deputy, plural Nuwwab). 1t is believed that after the
end of this period in the year 941 A.D., Mahdi no longer appointed a deputy to be in
contact with his followers, and so the period of Greater Occultation began with no
agent of him on earth, a period ongoing to this day (ibid). It is believed that the Hidden
Imam will remain in the state of occultation until God instructs him to return to
establish his global government, distinguish good from evil, and prepare conditions
for the resurrection (Smith, 1982: 239—240). According to Twelver Shi‘ism,
Muhammad is not only a prophet but also a manifestation of God on earth. Shi‘ites
believe that the earth could not be without proof of God — otherwise, it would crumble
(Khalaji, 2008: 34). Therefore, the Twelve successor imams after him also are the
manifestation of God on earth. This is also a justification for the presence of the
Hidden Imam on earth because he is proof of God on earth, and without his presence,
the earth would be destroyed. Despite the Greater Occultation, which lasts till this day,
the Hidden Imam is not totally cut off from the Shi‘i community, and he still controls
the affairs of people and is the Lord of the Age (Sahib al-Zaman), however, direct
communication is no longer possible (Momen, 2008: 165). According to the Shi‘i
messianic traditions, the Shi‘i Messiah’s influence is manifested in various ways in the
physical world during his occultation. Since the Greater Occultation began, a great deal
of literature has been published about revelations, dreams, healings and visions which
have been attributed to the Mahdi’s personal intervention (Cook, 2011: 96).

As a result of this rapid proliferation of literature, there is now a vast amount of
material available about the Mahdi’s imminent Advent and its impact on the world. A
great deal of detail is provided in these writings about the Mahdi’s coming, including
the ways and means by which he will overthrow the modern order and establish a just
state, when and where he will appear, and his methods for vengeance against his
enemies (ibid). Although Shi‘i Islam has always had elaborate literature concerning
the Mahdi, such literature has never been as extensive, publicly available, detailed, or

socially explosive (in that it stresses the imminence of the Mahdi’s return) as today’s
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(ibid). According to many, the Hidden Imam still occasionally manifests himself to the
pious in the form of dreams or visions, as there are numerous accounts of people
having experienced the Imam either in person, in dreams or in visions. Shi‘ites liken
the Hidden Imam’s communication with his followers during occultation to a sun
behind a cloud, which, although not visible, does not stop giving light and warmth to
the earth. In Twelver Shi‘ism, the doctrine of occultation4 is just a way to indicate that
the Twelfth Imam has not died but has been hidden from the eyes of the people. His
life has miraculously been extended until God allows him to manifest himself to the
people through his Advent.

The essence of Twelver Shi‘ism is the belief that Mahdi is alive and will return one day,
and this is not just a hope but a main foundation of Shi‘ism. According to Sachedina
(1980), “While belief in the future coming of an Imam is a salient feature of all Shi‘i
sects, in Twelver Shi‘ism, the belief in the messianic Imam becomes not only a basic
tenet of the creed but also the foundation upon which the entire spiritual edifice of the
Imamate religion rests. It is the acknowledgement of this Imam which can ensure
salvation” (p. 9).

Since the early stages of the formation of Shi‘ism, the idea of a Shi‘i messianic saviour
has been a vital part and parcel of Shi‘i doctrine. According to Shi‘i eschatology, a state
of disorder will precede the ‘Last Days’, and a restorer is expected to emerge — the
Mahdi — in a world that has become chaotic and full of dissent (fitna), as well as in a
multipolar Muslim community replete with political strife, injustice, and oppression
(Clarke,1980: 313). In the event of the Mahdi’s coming, the world will be restored to
the path of true religion and will be filled with equity and justice after centuries of
tyranny and oppression (ibid). There are many titles associated with the Hidden
Imam, including the following: Sahib al-Zaman (Lord of the Age), Sahib al-Amr (Lord
of Command), al-Mahdi (the Rightly-Guided One), al-Qa’im (He who will arise), al-
Imam al-Muntazar (the Awaited Imam) and the Baqiyat Allah (Remnant of God)
(Momen, 2008: 165).

From the beginning of the Greater Occultation period onwards, the Shi‘i clergy has
continually claimed to represent the Imam and guide a community of believers until

the time of his Advent. Consequently, clerics introduced themselves as the Imam's

4 There are many aspects to the doctrine of occultation. For a more in-depth discussion of this Shi‘i
belief, see: Sachedina (1981); Hussain (1982); Arjomand (1984,1996); Cook (2002); Amir-Moezzi
(1994, 2011).

29



deputies during his occultation period by referring to certain hadiths (Shahi, 2012:
113-114). In their view, the first four deputies whom the Imam appointed in the lesser
occultation period were special deputies (Nuwwab-i khas), and during the period of
the great occultation, clerics were considered to be the Imam’s general deputies

(Kasravi, 1996: 115).

In the following sections, I will show how a reinterpretation of traditional theological
accounts of Shi‘i messianism has transformed the image of the Mahdi from a passive
apocalyptic saviour whose Advent was deemed distant in terms of time and space to
an active Messiah whose Advent is imminent in the context of political and
revolutionary exegesis. It was the Islamic Revolution that enabled such discursive and
substantive transformations from passive emancipation (political quietism) to active
emancipation (Rokhsefat, 2020: 9). It is evident that Shi‘i messianism has clearly
injected a more political orientation into Shi‘i tradition over the course of the post-
revolutionary phase, by asserting the religious obligations and duties of Shi‘ites to play
an important role in the imminent Advent of the Mahdi. I will describe the radically
changed traditional attitude towards anticipating the Mahdi that occurred during the
advent of Ayatollah Khomeini (Abrahamian, 1982: 473).

1.3 Shi‘i Messianism in the Discourse of the Islamic Revolution

During the days leading up to the fall of the monarchy in Iran, the Shah’s government
announced that it would deal with any public gathering in a severe manner. In spite of
the warnings from the Shah’s security guard, the masses, under the leadership of
Ayatollah Khomeini, gathered in the streets and demonstrated against his rule. As a
result of this situation, Ayatollah Taleqani, a leading supporter of the Revolution,
asked Khomeini to reconsider his decision for the sake of the safety of the people.
However, Ayatollah Khomeini replied, “this is the command of Imam Zaman” (Shahi,
2012: 118). The early months of 1979 were influenced by millenarian expectations in
Iranian society. There were posters on walls and billboards in many parts of Tehran
proclaiming, “Twelfth Imam, we are waiting for You” above a depiction of a crowd
brandishing rifles and machine guns (Rinehart, 1997: 141).

Since the beginning of the Revolution, one of the slogans that always seemed to echo
among the people, especially after the speeches of revolutionary leaders, was the one
requesting God to join the Islamic government of Iran with the Mahdi’s universal

government. During the years since the beginning of the victory of the Revolution to
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the present day, the slogan “O God, O God, protect the movement of Khomeini until
the Mahdi’s revolution” has become a common and official prayer recited before
political speeches reflecting the hopeful eschatological anticipation and messianic
content of the Islamic Republic since it was established. It is still common to see this
slogan written across the streets almost four decades after Khomeini’s death
(Arjomand, 2022: 188).

In one of his public speeches soon after the establishment of his government,
Khomeini made it clear that the revolutionary movement he had initiated would link
with the universal revolution of the Mahdi and would pave the way for the Mahdi’s
return (Shahi, 2012: 118). Even though the Islamic Revolution was not spawned from
a millennialist movement, it is worth noting that its leaders have remained adamant
millennialists since (Amanat, 1998: 256). In the immediate aftermath of this
proclamation, political actions were linked to the Mahdi’s support or surveillance.
During the Iran-Iraq war, the Iranian government attempted to portray the Mahdi’s
support and blessing of the Iranian forces by creating military slogans and miraculous
stories (Ramadannejad, 2006).

Soon after the victory of the Revolution, Khomeini proposed his theory of Wilayat-i
Faqih (Guardianship of the Jurist), as a religio-political model for governing the
country. The Wali-i Faqih, in the absence of the Hidden Imam, claims to serve as a
guide for the faithful and as a governor for the Umma to perpetuate the Imamate and
pave the way for the return of the Mahdi (Shahi, 2012: 116). In his famous work
entitled Wilayat-i Fagih, also known as Hukumat-i Islami (Islamic Government), he
argued that an Islamic government should be established during the Hidden Imam’s
occultation, even though this was not consistent with traditional Shi‘ism (Amanat
2009: 65). According to Khomeini, an Islamic government administered by Shi‘i
‘ulama (Islamic legal scholars) as the Imam’s deputies could accomplish the Imam’s
tasks while he was occulted. By interpreting messianism through this lens, he rejected
political passivity and actively urged the community of believers to take part in and
support political activism (ibid). The Marxist theory of history — that humans must act
to bring about utopia — has close parallels to Khomeini's vision of religious
government (Khalaji 2008: 5—6). Accordingly, the belief that believers are responsible
for their duties during the absence of the Imam is in some way related to questions of
political legitimacy, as well as clerical leadership on behalf of the Imam. The Wilayat-

i1 Fagih theory that Khomeini devised was not only a political method for governance,
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but it also caused a radical change in Shi‘ism, replacing the traditional political
passivity with a more active view in which Shi‘ites should not passively await the return
of the Mahdi, but should actively prepare the ground for his return (Savyon and
Mansharof, 2007: 4).

In many of Khomeini’s writings and speeches about the Mahdi, he often mentions that
believers must be aware that the Hidden Imam is monitoring their actions. According
to him, a report detailing each believer’s actions is presented to the Hidden Imam
twice a week. Therefore, he recommends that the community of believers avoid actions
that may enrage the Hidden Imam (Yaluh, 2011: 8). To him, the Iranian people have
achieved their first step toward an Islamic government, which brings them closer to
the era of the Mahdi's Advent; the second step is to connect this Revolution to the
universal revolution of the Mahdi through preparing the grounds. A few months before
his death, Khomeini emphasised the Revolution's role in preparing the Hidden Imam's
government. He believed that the current leaders of the Islamic Republic should know
that the Revolution is the start of the Mahdi's global government, and his Advent is
certain to occur in our lifetimes (ibid). Having insisted that the Islamic Republic fulfil
the duty of preparing the Advent of the Hidden Imam, Ayatollah Khomeini paved the
way for the emergence of a political and theological movement after his death that
considered the Islamic Revolution to be such a project. Messianism, therefore, has two
implications in the discourse of the Islamic Revolution: on the one hand, it aims to
promote the culture of expectation and preparation. On the other hand, it is intended
to prepare the Islamic Revolution for the global revolution of the Mahdi whose Advent
is deemed to be imminent (Naderi and Haji Hassan, 2020: 669).

As a result of the manifestation of Mahdism in Khomeini’s thought, his government
aims to lay the foundation for a “universal Islamic government”: “While the
government of the Islamic republic must strive to govern the people well, it should not
deter them from pursuing the goal of the Revolution, the establishment of a universal
Islamic government" (Khomeini, 1387, vol. 21, p. 327). It is important to realize that
Khomeini's death during the early years of the Revolution did not result in a separation
of Shi‘i messianism from the Iranian political scene in any way. The current Supreme
Leader of the Revolution and Khomeini's successor, Ayatollah Khamenei, still carries
on this line of thinking. The main objective of the Islamic Revolution, he believes, is

primarily to prepare the ground for the Advent of the Promised Mahdi in the years to

32



come. In the statement of the second step of the Islamic Revolution, which he
addressed to the nation in 2018, he targeted the youth in this manner:
The coming decades are your decades, so you, who must be experienced and motivated,
are committing to safeguarding your Revolution and bringing it as close to its ideal as
possible, which is the creation of a new Islamic civilisation and preparing for the
Advent of the Mahdi; we must be brave and motivated (Raji and Khatami, 2019, p. 23).
In the process of preparing the way for the Advent of the Mahdi, the doctrine and
culture of expectation are emphasised as an integral part of the process. Through the
discourse of the Islamic Revolution, this culture of expectation should be
institutionalised in the social behaviour of the people so that the Mahdi's Advent will
be facilitated (Naderi and Haji Hassan, 2020: 670).
Since 1979, the belief in Shi‘i apocalyptic messianism has almost been an inseparable
part of the Iranian political landscape, and it has been common practice for many years
to make reference to the Hidden Imam in everyday politics (Shahi, 2012: 116-118). In
the wake of President Ahmadinejad’s first term in office in 2005, however, Shi‘i
Messianic political fervour has grown significantly. In the eight years he spent in office
as president of Iran, Ahmadinejad used almost all the national and international
platforms available to him to express his apocalyptic and messianic tendencies.
Despite the fact that the Advent of the Hidden Imam has been considered imminent
by Shi‘i clerics since the Islamic Revolution, Ahmadinejad was the first politician who
not only perceived the Hidden Imam’s Advent as imminent but also specified a date
for his Advent. As one example, he announced to the Supreme Leader, during the
inauguration ceremony of his first presidential term, that he would temporarily
assume the powers of the presidency and would hand them over in the near future to
the Hidden Imam (Naji, 2008: 92). In response to Khamenei’s question as to what
would happen if the Hidden Imam had not returned by that time, Ahmadinejad
replied: “I assure you, I really believe this. He will come soon” (ibid). During his
address to the foreign ministers of Islamic countries in 2005, he announced that the
Hidden Imam would return in two years (ibid). He told his ministers when he met his
cabinet for the first time: “We must transform Iran into a modern, divine nation that
will serve as a model for all nations and also serve as the basis for the return of the
Twelfth Imam” (ibid).
These messianic dispositions have also been followed by the current Supreme Leader

of Iran. There have been repeated reports from the companions of Ayatollah
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Khamenei, that he has a direct relationship with the Hidden Imam and governs the
country under his watchful eye. As an example, Khamenei’s adviser on international
affairs, Hojjat al-Islam Abbas Ali Akhtari, said that “the dear leader is leading the
Islamic Revolution through a close relationship with the Hidden Imam, and it has been
observed many times that he went to the holy mosque at Jamkaran in Qom and made
connections with the Hidden Imam through recitation of namaz and supplication,
[and] he returned to Tehran with a heart full of faith and trust in God” (Khalaji, 2009:
396). In an interview conducted by the official website of the Supreme Leader with
Mohammad Hassan Rahimiyan, the official trustee of the Jamkaran Mosque, it was
revealed that the Supreme Leader has taken a special interest in the Jamkaran Mosque
and makes frequent pilgrimages there. As the official trustee of the Jamkaran Mosque
appointed by Khamenei in 2013, Rahimiyan outlined these visits his commitment to
the associated rituals thus:
Whenever he feels tired, he visits the holy mosque of Jamkaran. In the course of my
service, I witnessed, he sometimes visits Jamkaran at very short intervals of time - two
or three weeks apart - and sometimes he visits after a longer period of time. He also
brings several of his grandchildren and several members of his family each time he
visits the Mosque. He usually comes here when the place is quiet and there aren’t a lot
of people there. Because the days are long in summer, he ends his pilgrimage with an
evening prayer. During the winter, when the days are shorter, he comes at the time of
Maghrib prayer. After reaching the mosque, he recites magreb and ‘isha’ namaz and
then performs the namaz of salutation to the mosque and the special namaz of Imam

Zaman.s
The Hidden Imam’s role in solving the country’s problems is discussed in a book titled
Mahdaviat and Complete Peace: Quotations from Dr Ahmadinejad regarding the
Mahdi (2008). Part of this book consists of a recollection of Hezbollah’s leader, Sayyid
Hassan Nasrollah, explaining to Khamenei the problems Hezbollah is experiencing in
Lebanon. During the meeting, the Supreme Leader said the following;:
It is sometimes difficult for me to resolve issues in running affairs of the country, and
there is no other way. I tell my friends, my staff, and my entourage: Get ready, we are
going to Jamkaran Mosque in Qom. Upon praying to the Mahdi and speaking to him,

I would feel that a hand from the hidden world led me, and I reach a decision there,

5 A full transcript of the interview can be found on the official website of the Supreme Leader of Iran:
https://english.khamenei.ir/news/7482/The-three-places-Imam-Khamenei-visits-when-he-is-sad
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thus solving the problem and implementing the decision” (Mahdaviat and Complete

Peace, 2008: 51 quoted in Peterson, 2010: 354).
The subject of the imminent Advent of the Mahdi is not only promoted within Iran’s
political arena, but several high-ranking clerics also make the promise in public
speeches that the Mahdi will return in the near future. The most famous of these
prophecies belong to Grand Ayatollah Mohammad-Taqi Bahjat, a prominent Marja‘*i
Taqglid (source of emulation) known as one of the greatest mystics after the Revolution.
In September 2008, Ayatollah Naseri recounted in public preaching the conversation
between Ayatollah Bahjat and a sixty-two-year-old friend who was said to be in contact
with the Hidden Imam.¢ Following the evidence Ayatollah Bahjat’s friend presented to
him, Ayatollah Bahjat claimed that the Imam was close to arriving. According to what
the Imam had told the friend, it is not only that he would be able to witness the Imam’s
Advent, but people even older than Ayatollah Bahjat and his friend would see it as well.
In a short time, the video clip of this prophecy, delivered in a public sermon, began to
be circulated in the virtual world. It seems that such quotations, which contain
information about the nearness of the Advent of the Hidden Imam, as well as the
stories of pious people who have met the Hidden Imam and who are the bearers of his
advice, are constantly echoed by clerics in speeches to the public and the media to
convey the impression that the Advent is quite close.
Parallel to the political proclamation of messianism and circulation of clerical
prophecies, apocalyptic messianic literature began to flourish. In the literature of the
end times, the Revolution is often viewed as a turning point that signals the start of
the period of transition leading up to the Advent of the Mahdi and his