Praise for
The Emergence of Modern Shi‘ism
“This is an absorbing account of the rise of modern
Shi‘ism and of the rise of the Shi‘i clergy as
authoritative interpreters (mujtahids) of theology,
religious practice, and the law. Zackery Heern aptly
situates the ‘triumph of Usuli Shi‘ism’ in Iraq and Iran,
brought to fruition by Vahid Bihbihani and his disciples
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, within broader contemporary currents of
Islamic religious revival and reform.”
Peter Sluglett, Director,
Middle East Institute, National University of Singapore
“A major achievement. This original new work explains
not only the roots of modern Shiite thought but also
places these roots into the context of Middle Eastern
religious reformism since the second half of the 1700s.
An excellent and timely introduction for students as
well as general readers seeking to understand the
beginnings of modern Islam.”
Peter Von Sivers,
Associate Professor, History, University of Utah
“Zackery Heern has produced a very important and
deeply researched contribution to the history of
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Shi‘ism. At last there is a book that sets developments
in Shi‘ism in the context of the larger Islamic world.
Scholars of Islamic studies will greatly benefit from
reading this book.”
Roy P. Mottahedeh,
Gurney Professor of History, Harvard University
“Heern not only provides the most thorough
intellectual, social and organizational analysis of the
rise of the rationalist Usuli school in Shi‘ism, but
contextualizes it within the framework of local, regional
and global changes of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Significantly, he posits these developments
as an important manifestation of the global
phenomenon of multiple modernities.”
Meir Litvak, Associate Professor,
Department of Middle Eastern History, Tel Aviv
University
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PREFACE
I initially began research for this book for my PhD
dissertation. I had already written an MA thesis on the
development of Shi‘ism in the nineteenth century,
focusing on the figure of Murtada Ansari who, in many
ways, brought the Usuli movement to a logical
conclusion. For the PhD I decided to investigate the
earlier developments of Usuli Shi‘ism. All roads initially
led to Wahid Bihbihani, who remains the lead actor of
this book. After completing the chapters on the
emergence of the Usuli movement and the figure of
Bihbihani, my advisor, Peter von Sivers, encouraged me
to contextualize Usulism within the history of the
Middle East. He continually asked me why and how the
Usuli movement emerged at this particular time and
place in history. We came to the conclusion that it was
largely a response to the fall of the Safavid Empire and
the decentralization of Ottoman rule. I then became
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interested in additional Islamic responses to the sociohistorical conditions of the late eighteenth century,
which prompted a comparison of the Usuli movement
with the movements of Wahhabism and neo-Sufism, or
the tariqa Muhammadiyya.
After completing the dissertation, I began teaching at
Murray State University, where much of my teaching
work focused on world history. As my understanding of
global trends increased, I could not help but notice
parallels between Usulism and seemingly unrelated
movements throughout the world – including the
Enlightenment and Neo-Confucianism. Prior to
teaching world history, I was questioned in a job
interview by a Europeanist whether Usulis borrowed the
rationalist element of their movement from the
Enlightenment. My response was definitively, “No, the
rationalist
tradition
in
Islam
predates
the
Enlightenment by a thousand years.” I still do not think
that Usuli rationalism is a direct result of the
Enlightenment, but the syncronicity and convergence
of the two movements is certainly striking. Therefore, I
focused much of the revision work for this book on
situating Usulism in a global context. Additionally, I
rewrote the entire book, partially in an attempt to make
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it accessible to a wider audience. In the process, I added
and deleted entire chapters.
The book was made possible by the generosity and
assistance of scholars, institutions, and my family. I
owe a special debt of gratitude to Professors Peter von
Sivers, Peter Sluglett, and Bernard Weiss. I will never be
able to repay the countless hours they spent imparting
knowledge, sharing wisdom, writing letters of
recommendation, and of course guiding my dissertation
project. I will be ever grateful to Novin Doostar and
everyone at Oneworld Publications for publishing this
book. I also thank Robert Gleave who included me in
the Clerical Authority in Shi‘i Islam Project, lent me
countless books, and was also on my PhD committee. I
am also thankful to Moojan Momen, Meir Litvak,
Sholeh Quinn, Marjorie Hilton, and William Schell for
their comments on earlier drafts of my manuscript.
This book would not have been possible without the
support of several universities and their libraries. I
thank UCLA and the University of Utah, especially the
History Department and the Middle East Center at the
University of Utah, for providing institutional support
for my studies. I am also grateful to Murray State
University, particularly my colleagues in the History
Department. An additional debt of gratitude is owed to
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the Aziz S. Atiya Middle East Library at the University
of Utah and the University of Cologne for granting me
unlimited access to its lithograph collection in the
Schia-Bibliothek. Finally, Firestone Library at Princeton
University, The Library of Congress in Washington, DC,
the Young Research Library at UCLA, and Waterfield
Library at Murray State were of great help.
My entire course of study would have remained a dream
without generous fellowships and grants from multiple
donors and institutions. At the University of Utah, I
thank the History Department for the three-year Burton
Teaching Assistant Fellowship, the Middle East Center
for five Arabic and Persian FLAS Fellowships, and the
Graduate School for the Marriner S. Eccles Graduate
Fellowship in Political Economy and two University
Teaching Assistantships. I also thank the University of
Utah Middle East Center and the Graduate School for
multiple conference travel grants. I am likewise
thankful for the Reza Ali Khazeni Memorial Scholarship
for Graduate Study Abroad. Further, I am grateful to the
Institute of Ismaili Studies in London for its generous
Dissertation Scholarship as well as the British Academy,
the British Institute for Persian Studies, and the British
Society for Middle East Studies for funding the Clerical
Authority in Shi‘i Islam Project. Finally, thanks to
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Murray State University for two CISR grants and the
History Department for research and travel grants.
My family and friends have been an immovable support
system throughout the arduous process of writing this
book. Thank you first and foremost to my wife, Mona
Kashani Heern, for being a constant source of hope and
encouragement, and to the lights of my life, Liya and
Jamal Heern, for consistently bringing me joy. I hope to
follow in the footsteps of my first teachers, Bobette and
Jim Heern, who instilled within me a love for learning
and taught me the value of hard work.
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INTRODUCTION
THE

TRIUMPH OF NEO-USULISM

In the late eighteenth century, a debate between Usuli
and Akhbari Shi‘is gripped the scholarly community in
the holy city of Karbala’ in southern Iraq. Akhbaris
argued that the foundational Islamic texts (the Qur’an
and Hadith) are the only living sources of knowledge,
authority, and law in Islam. Because of their emphasis
on scripture, especially the traditions (akhbar or
Hadith) of the Prophet Muhammad and the Shi‘i
Imams, Akhbaris are commonly referred to as
scripturalists or traditionists.1 While Akhbaris rejected
the use of reason (‘aql) as a source of Islamic law, Usulis
accepted it. Therefore, Usulis are often referred to as
rationalists.
A century before the Usuli-Akhbari dispute came to
blows, Akhbaris had consolidated their control over the
15

complex of Shi‘i seminary colleges (hawzas) in Iraq.
Shi‘i sources tell us that Usulis ran the risk of being
beaten if Akhbaris caught them with Usuli books.2
Therefore, Usulis met in secret and hid their books in
handkerchiefs. By the turn of the nineteenth century,
Usulis overcame the Akhbari leadership and claimed
their role as the guardians of Shi‘i Islam, or “custodians
of the saved sect” as Wahid Bihbihani, the founder of
the modern Usuli movement, put it.3 Usulis violently
expelled Akhbaris, Sufis, and other would-be
challengers from Karbala’ and consolidated their
control over the Shi‘i communities of southern Iraq,
Iran, and the majority of the Shi‘i world.
This book is primarily concerned with the modern Usuli
movement, which I argue is the single most dominant
Shi‘i trend of the past several hundred years. The
intellectual foundations of Usulism and Akhbarism are
not new to the modern period. In fact, rationalism and
traditionism represent two of the most prevalent
currents that stretch back to the foundational period of
Shi‘i intellectual history. However, in the late
eighteenth century, Usulism emerged as something
more than an intellectual trend. It became a powerful
social movement, which has largely defined the course
of modern Shi‘ism and has played a critical role in the
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social, economic, and political development of the
modern Shi‘i world. Therefore, I refer to the Usuli
movement that began in the eighteenth century as neoUsulism or modern Usulism. In what follows, I will also
use Usulism for shorthand, just as Shi‘ism will be
shorthand for Twelver or Imami Shi‘ism. This is not to
exclude the importance of Zaydism, Isma‘ilism, or other
branches of Shi‘ism. However, Usuli Shi‘ism is a
movement within the dominant branch of Shi‘ism often
referred to as the Twelvers (or Imamis) because they
accepted twelve Imams, whereas Zaydis accepted five
Imams and the Isma‘ilis believe in seven.
More than one thousand years before the Usuli-Akhbari
dispute took place, Karbala’ was the site where Husayn
(the third Shi‘i Imam) and a small band of his followers
were massacred by forces of the ‘Umayyad clan, who
established the first dynasty in Islamic history from
661–750. The martyrdom of Husayn was a decisive
moment in the transformation of the followers of the
Imams from a political party to the full-blown sectarian
movement that we now know as Shi‘ism. Similar to
Christian commemorations of the crucifixion of Jesus,
Shi‘i observances dedicated to Husayn still rouse
passion among participants.4 Karbala’ eventually
developed as a Shi‘i center of pilgrimage, learning, and
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leadership where Shi‘is pray at the shrine of Imam
Husayn and learn at the feet of Shi‘i scholars. In
addition to Karbala’, the Iraqi city of Najaf, as well as
Qum in Iran, are the most influential Shi‘i cities. Najaf
became the center of gravity for the global Shi‘i
community in the nineteenth century and remains the
most important Shi‘i center outside Iran. Prior to the
rise of Qum in the twentieth century, aspiring clerics
had to study in the shrine cities of southern Iraq (Najaf
and Karbala’) if they wanted to be taken seriously in the
rest of the Shi‘i world.5 Since the mid-twentieth
century, Qum and Najaf have become relatively
independent of each other, which is illustrative of the
nationalization of Shi‘ism over the course of the past
century.6
Relative to Sunnis, Shi‘i scholars played a limited role
in the political development of Islam going all the way
back to the foundational period of Islamic history.7 The
term Shi‘i or Shi‘a originally referred to the “party” of
‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 661) – the son-in-law of the
Prophet Muhammad. Shi‘is claim that ‘Ali was the
rightful successor of Muhammad and the first Imam.8
According to Shi‘is, ‘Ali and subsequent Imams
inherited a measure of Muhammad’s divine knowledge
as his male heirs. Therefore, Shi‘is often refer to
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themselves as the “People of the House” (ahl al-bayt) of
Muhammad. Even though ‘Ali did have some political
success and is considered by Sunnis as one of the four
“rightly guided” (rashidun) Caliphs, Shi‘is did not
initially win the day politically. The first Islamic
dynasties associated with Shi‘ism, the Fatimids
(909–1171) and the Buyids (934–1055), did not appear
until the tenth century – two and a half centuries after
Imam ‘Ali. Shi‘is played a relatively limited role in
mainstream politics after the fall of the Fatimids and
Buyids. That is, until the Safavids came to power in
1501. This, of course, is not to say that Shi‘is were
completely kept out of politics between the twelfth and
sixteenth centuries. For example, Nasir al-Din al-Tusi
(d. 1274) served as advisor to Hulugu Khan after the
Mongol invasion of the Middle East. Additionally, local
Shi‘i dynasties of this period include the Sarbardarids of
Sabzivar.
For much of Islamic history, Shi‘i scholars associated
the rejection of worldly affairs, including politics, with
piety. Many Shi‘i scholars have claimed that all
governments are illegitimate until the promised Mahdi
(the Twelfth Imam, Muhammad al-Mahdi) returns to
establish everlasting peace and justice on earth. This
ideological position stemmed from the development of
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Shi‘ism as a minority movement, which was often
divorced from the political establishment. As Said Amir
Arjomand points out, the sixth Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d.
765) “transformed the early political Shi‘ism into an
introverted and quietist religious movement. The
Imams ceased to be anticaliphs … and became the
spiritual guides of the Shi‘ite (Imami) sectarians.”9
Additionally, Hamid Algar argues that “after the
occultation of the Twelfth Imam, Shi‘ism became even
more quietist in its attitude to worldly power.”10
Therefore, the rise in socio-political involvement of
Shi‘i clerics in the modern period may seem surprising.
What accounts for the increase in the socio-political
position of Shi‘i clerics in the modern period? The
answer to this question begins with the adoption of
Shi‘ism as the state religion of the Safavid dynasty
(1501–1722) in Iran. As Henry Corbin argues, Safavid
Shi‘ism gave rise to “something like an official clergy,
exclusively concerned with legality and jurisprudence,
to such a point that original Shi‘ism, in its essence
gnostic and theosophic, has, so to speak, to hide
itself.”11 The Shi‘i clerical establishment consisting of
religious professionals came into existence during the
Safavid period “with firm roots among the people and
therefore with a power base independent of the state.”12

20

