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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the intellectual and organizational genesis of the Shī‘ī religious 

community that burgeoned in Lebanon in the 1970s. It demonstrates how several competing 

religious currents in the Shī‘ī community evolved through several overlapping phases of 

religious education, mobilization, revolutionization, and consolidation. Predominant academic 

opinions link the formation of new religious consciousness and new religious movements that 

succeeded the formation of Hizbullah in Shī‘ī Lebanon to Iran’s exportation of its “Islamic 

Revolution.” Not only does this study reopen the discussion on the transformation of forms of 

religiosity in Shī‘ī Lebanon, but it also elucidates the identity and origins of groups and ideas 

that constitute the contemporary Shī‘ī milieu that crystallized in the 1980s.  

This study, thus, offers a reconceptualization of present time orientations and positions in 

the religious field as products of an eventful past through analysis of several religious projects 

that appeared two full decades before the rise of Hizbullah. It looks at several religious 

paradigms that interacted in contexts of sectarianism, economic crises, and wars.  Organizational 

and intellectual analysis explain the means by which the religious activists acquired legitimacy 

and reproduced, marketed, and delivered their views within the constraints of their social space, 

conditions of existence, changing political opportunity structures, and accumulating past 
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socialization.  Through analysis of religious structures, positions of activists within social 

structures, and religious production (ideas, discourses and practices), the study reveals how the 

activists developed a religious project that drew on earlier strategies, experiences and repertoires 

of the Shī‘ī Iranian, Iraqi, and Lebanese activists–including secular ones. This study links the 

eruption of religion in the Lebanese public sphere in the 1980s to a larger tide of global religious 

renaissance, which, in the Shī‘ī case, began around the middle of the Twentieth century in Iraq 

and Iran. 
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INTRODUCTION 

PROBLEMS, CONTEXTS, AND OBJECTIVES 

Many in Lebanon today declaim that Hizbullah (lit.: Party of God) represents an anomaly 

in the history of the Lebanese Shī‘a, who supposedly were always an integral part of the social 

fabric of Lebanon.1 These claims often imply that Hizbullah invited foreign-Iranian interferences 

and transformed the political culture of the Shī‘a, making them less loyal to Lebanon than Iran. 

Similar discourses are often oblivious to the grievances of the modern Shī‘a and to the plight that 

made the youth of the sect join almost every form of secular or religious opposition that 

attempted to change the Lebanese political system since the independence in 1943. Both living 

memory and academic studies on the history of modern Lebanon, in fact, agree that the Shī‘a of 

Lebanon were culturally, economically, and politically peripheral since the formation of the 

Lebanese state.2 Many Shī‘a worked in low-paid jobs as craftsmen, laborers, shoeblack, and 

porters, and resided in the impoverished neighborhoods and towns around Lebanon. The fortune 

of the sect, however, began to change at the intersection of economic and political developments 

on the local and regional levels since the 1950s. Around that time, a new generation of activists 

appeared in the religious seminaries in Iraq and Iran. This generation included religious scholars 

                                                 

1 Hizbullah is often written in different variants including Hezbollah and Hizbollah. I use Hizbullah for it is closest 

to the transliteration of the Arabic term: Ḥizbullāh, often pronounced as Ḥizaballāh. The term derives from the two 

Arabic words Ḥizb, which means Party, and ’Allāh which means God; hence the term Ḥizb ’Allāh. I will use it as 

Hizbullah. 

2 For studies that address the Shī‘ī revival and situation of the Shī‘a before their political mobilization, see Augustus 

R. Norton, Amal and the Shi'a: struggle for the soul of Lebanon, 2 ed. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1988); 

Majed Halawi, A Lebanon defied: Musa al-Sadr and the Shi'a community (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992); Fouad 

Ajami, The Vanished Imam: Musa al Sadr and the Shi'a of Lebanon (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986); Salim 

Nasr and Diane James, "Roots of the Shi'i Movement," MERIP Reports, no. 133 (1985). 
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such as Sayyid Mūsā al-Ṣadr, Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh, and Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-

Dīn who set their gaze on empowering the Shī‘ī community early in their religious and political 

careers. The first to arrive to Lebanon was Mūsā al-Ṣadr who came from Iran in 1959 and set out 

to change the rules of the political game.3 Against the background of marginality in Lebanese 

politics and widespread wretchedness among the Shī‘ī population, Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his peers 

formed several religious schools and organizations which constituted the bases of the Ḥarakat 

al-Maḥrūmīn (Movement of the Deprived) in 1974.  Meanwhile, most discontented youth were 

still seeking change through the more powerful Arab Nationalist and leftist movements, which 

began to mobilize in the Shī‘ī community even before Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s appearance. While 

“sectarianization” of the Shī‘a arguably began when the French mandate authority forged the 

Lebanese state,4 Shī‘a began to work as a collective, calling for their equal share in power in 

Lebanon, mainly in the shadows of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious symbolism. In 1975, however, the 

raging civil war hampered al-Ṣadr’s empowerment strategy and entailed realignment of his 

political discourses. His political credibility as a mediator in the civil conflict received a setback 

for several reasons, particularly when the political scene realized that he had been running a 

                                                 

3
 Mūsā al-Ṣadr, transliterated from Arabic as Mūsā al-Ṣadr, is better known as Sayyid Mūsā or the Imam al-Ṣadr. 

The term Sayyid refers to the descendants of the Prophet from the progeny of Imam Alī b. Abī Ṭālib and his wife 

Fāṭima, the daughter of the Prophet. It is usually used as an honorary title, particularly for those descendants who 

study religion. While a religious scholar from the progeny of Fāṭima is often called Sayyid, non-Sayyid cleric is 

called Shaykh. Thus in the Shī‘ī community you would hear people calling Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh (or 

Fadlallah) by the title Sayyid. However, they would call a cleric of an equal status, like  Muḥammad Mahdī Shams 

al-Dīn. by the title of Shaykh, because he does not come from a family of Sayyids. 

4 Max Weiss thesis on the “sectarianization” of the Shī‘a “from above” and “from below” during the post-

independence era offers useful insights. See Max Weiss, In the Shadow of Sectarianism: Law, Shi'ism, and the 

Making of Modern Lebanon (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010). 
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covert project to organize a Shī‘ī militia, that became known as the Amal movement.5 His 

personal career and apparent goal to integrate the Shī‘a into the sectarian fabric of Lebanon 

ended abruptly, when he vanished mysteriously without a trace on a visit to Libya in August 

1978.   

Mūsā al-Ṣadr disappeared at a critical moment in Lebanon and the region. Few months 

earlier, in March 1978, Israel launched “Operation Litani” offensive against the Palestinian 

fighters. Within seven days, hundreds were killed and the Israelis occupied a belt of land in south 

Lebanon, the home to many Shī‘a. Many youth began to organize Shī‘ī resistance cells; others 

joined existing Palestinian and secular militant organizations to fight the invader of their villages 

and towns. One year earlier in Iraq, the Ba‘th Party regime of Saddam Hussein and Hasan al-

Bakr began to clamp down on the Islamic networks. The brutal measures of the Ba‘th forced 

many students and clerics in the religious seminaries to return to Lebanon, where they delivered 

their experiences to the field of activism. These developments, coupled with disgruntled Arab 

and Muslim public opinion from the Camp David peace accords between the governments of 

Egypt and Israel in September 1978, came just as the Islamic revolution in Iran was about to 

topple the pro-Western Shah regime by the end of 1978. The success of the revolution and the 

rise of Khomeini to stardom heightened the hopes of the anti-West camp, and inspired Islamic, 

particularly Shī‘ī, activism worldwide. Following the calls of Islamic leaders across the region, 

mainly in Lebanon and Iraq, particularly with Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Muḥammad 

                                                 

5 An explosion took place in a military training camp in ‘Ayn al-Bnayyi in the Baalbek area in 1975, leading to the 

death of 28 men from Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s clandestine militia. After the explosion, he could not hide the existence of the 

military wing of his Movement of the Deprived, any more. This militia became famous as Ḥarakat Amal. The term 

Amal derives from the Arabic acronym AML, written as am-a-l, and stands for Afwāj al-Muqāwama al-Lubnāniyya 

(or the battalions of the Lebanese resistance). 
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Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh, many began to anticipate the promising rise of Khomeini and follow the 

exemplary path of the revolutionary Islamic movement in Iran. 

As Khomeini was attempting to consolidate the Islamic power in Iran, proxy wars 

erupted in the region. The Ba‘th regime, headed by Saddam Hussein, was determined to prevent 

the repetition of the Iranian example in Iraq.  Saddam made sure to remove any internal threats 

that may thwart his plan. In 1980, his regime issued a law that punishes members of the Islamic 

Da‘wa Party by death. The regime, in fact, executed the popular religious scholar Muḥammad 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr to eliminate the possibility of a “Khomeini” in Iraq.6  After the loss of both Bāqir 

al-Ṣadr and Sayyid Mūsā, Khomeini’s presence filled the leadership vacuum. Finally, in 

September 1981, Iraq waged a war against the West’s rising enemy, the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

In 1982, Israel launched its second large-scale encroachment into Lebanon to fight the 

Palestinian factions and Lebanese leftist groups. The invasion led to the destruction of Beirut’s 

infrastructure and the loss of many lives. Altogether, these sweeping developments set the stage 

for the formation of an Islamic resistance coalition of Nine pro-Iranian anti-West Shī‘ī Islamic 

groups, committees, and organizations under the banner of Hizbullah.  

From Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s political and military mobilization project to Hizbullah’s Islamic 

resistance project, the Shī‘a of Lebanon saw the political and religious terrains around them 

change within two full decades. Traditional Shī‘ī political and religious elites lost their positions 

on all fronts of competition with the rising Shī‘ī movement. Within one decade, civil war 

                                                 

6 The Ba‘th regime issued a law that incriminates all Da‘wa Party members; see article 461 of the Iraqi criminal law, 

issued in 1980. The law was overridden by article 37 of the criminal law of the Union of Iraq, issued in 2007. 
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developments, furthermore, forced the left and secular organizations into retreat.  A new phase 

began during which the Shī‘a’s presence became clearly and, at times, heavily felt in Lebanon. 

This study provides a fresh narrative of the rise of Shī‘ī Islamic activism. It traces the 

origins of the Shī‘ī religious mobilization to the late 1950s, going through phases of intellectual 

and organization renaissance through the 1960s, and militarization in the1970s. This wave of 

Shī‘ī religious renewal flourished on a large scale in the 1980s in the aftermath of the Islamic 

Revolution movement which represents a culmination of the larger Shī‘ī religious renaissance 

movement. This study discusses the intellectual origins and organizational roots of the Shī‘ī 

Islamic movement in Lebanon dating its formative phase to the 1970s. Rather than speaking of 

an Iranian born Islamic project, influenced by the immense magnitude of the Iranian Revolution 

that became Islamic, this study argues that the Shī‘ī religious project is a complex phenomenon 

that had several sources of influence and that appeared earlier than 1979. The study thereby 

shows how several Shī‘ī currents interacted, in competition and collaboration, and developed a 

religious project through processes of religious education and revolution between the 1960s and 

1980s. It explores the historical moment, structural settings, and bundles of relations that 

determined the rather specific choices of groups of activists and shaped the nature of their 

religious output as contexts changed. The study also serves to explain the means by which the 

Shī‘ī Islamic activists acquired legitimacy, namely by potently marketing and delivering their 

views within the constraints of their social space, conditions of existence, and changing political 

circumstances. Furthermore, conceptualizing present time Islamic personality of the Shī‘ī 

movement, Islamic practices, and religious discourses of the Shī‘ī movement as products of an 

eventful past represents a major task of this study. The study reveals how the religious activists 
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developed an enduring religious project that drew on earlier strategies, experiences, and 

discourses of the Shī‘ī Iranian, Iraqi, and Lebanese activists (including secular ones) during two 

decades of processes culminating with the appearance of Hizbullah in 1982. 

Common Narratives on the Origins of the Shī‘ī Islamic Movement 

The interest in this subject is not new. Scholarly works already took on the study of 

“Shī‘ī revival” in Lebanon. Most views initially showed interest in the story of Mūsā al-Ṣadr as 

the larger-than-life hero of the Shī‘ī political surge.7 In the 2000s, the case of Hizbullah then 

attracted most academic efforts after the escalation of its military operations against Israel and 

following its rise as a major contender in the Lebanese political scene.8 In recent years, the 

academic field began to address other forms and figures of the Shī‘ī Islamic life, focusing on the 

Shī‘a as a religious community that hosts, in addition to political parties, organizations, 

jurisprudential institutions, and independent clerics.9 On the whole, the academic field on Shī‘ī 

                                                 

7
 See, for instance, Ajami, The vanished Imam. 

8
 See for example: Joseph Elie Alagha, The shifts in Hizbullah's ideology: religious ideology, political ideology and 

political program (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006); Judith P. Harik, Hezbollah : the changing face 

of terrorism (London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 2005); Ahmad Nizar Hamzeh, In the path of Hizbullah (Syracuse, 

N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2004); Augustus R. Norton, Hezbollah: a short history, Princeton studies in 

Muslim politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007); Amal Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah: politics and 

religion, Critical studies on Islam (London; Sterling, VA: Pluto Press, 2002). 

9
 See Sami Emile Baroudi, "Islamist Perspectives on International Relations: The Discourse of Sayyid Muhammad 

Hussein Fadlallah (1935–2010)." Middle Eastern Studies 49, no. 1 (2013): 107-33; Michaelle Browers, "Fadlallah 

and the Passing of Lebanon's Last Najafi Generation," Journal of Shi'a Islamic Studies 5, no. 1 (2012): 25-46; 

Morgan Clarke, Islam and new kinship: reproductive technology and the shariah in Lebanon (New York: Berghahn 

Books, 2009); Lara Deeb, An Enchanted Modern: Gender and Public Piety in Shi'i Lebanon, Princeton studies in 

Muslim politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006); Lara Deeb and Mona Harb, Leisurely Islam: 

negotiating geography and morality in Shi'ite South Beirut, Princeton studies in Muslim politics; Martin Kramer, 

"The Oracle of Hizbullah," in Spokesmen for the Despised: Fundamentalist Leaders of the Middle East, ed. R. S. 

Appleby (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Judith Miller, "Faces of Fundamentalism: Hassan al-Turabi 

and Muhammed Fadlallah," Foreign Affairs 73, no. 6 (1994): 123-42; Jamal Sankari, Fadlallah: the making of a 

radical Shi'ite leader (London: SAQI, 2005).  
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activism addressed two major areas: The first area represents works that focus on Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

as a charismatic religious leader who inspired the community and used religious language and 

symbols to invigorate the process of political mobilization. The second area addresses the 

religious mobilization, as a systematic process, mainly after the formation of Hizbullah since 

1982. 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the Shī‘a 

Several studies attributed to Mūsā al-Ṣadr a major role in propelling the Shī‘a into the 

center of the political life in Lebanon.10 Since 1959, his movement gradually occupied a central 

position in the field of political activism, which hosted other non-religious Marxist and 

Nationalist organizations. Within his movement, he “attempted to forge the broadest multi-class 

coalition possible,”11 including intelligentsia, lawyers, journalist, lay-Shī‘a and even followers 

from the Marxist and Nationalist groups.12  

Scholars portray Mūsā al-Ṣadr as a leader with charisma in a Weberian sense of the 

term.13 They contend that he relied on his religious symbolism to influence his community.14 In 

Roots of the Shi‘i Movement, for instance, Salim Nasr proposes that the Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

“movement used moral and religious language and themes based on Shī‘ī traditions of protest,”15 

                                                 

10 See: Ajami, The vanished Imam; Norton, Amal and the Shi'a.; Halawi, A Lebanon defied.  The term “Sayyid” is a 

religious title for those who claim to be of the progeny of the family of the Prophet from the sons of his daughter 

Fāṭima and his cousin Alī b. Abī Tālib.          
11 Halawi, A Lebanon defied, 155. 
12 Nasr and James, "Roots of the Shi'i Movement," MERIP Reports, no. 133 (1985): 13. 
13 Halawi, A Lebanon defied, 74. 
14 For example, see Halawi, A Lebanon defied, 164.  
15 Halawi, A Lebanon defied, 10. 
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to invigorate his followers and recruit new members. In addition to pointing out al-Ṣadr’s 

personal attributes, Nasr points out the importance of Sayyid Mūsā ’s reliance on the 

reinterpretation of Shī‘ī historical traditions of protest. One narrative that Mūsā al-Ṣadr heavily 

employed in his political mobilization, particularly in the 1970s, and that received attention in 

academic field was the historical narrative of the third Shī‘ī Imam Ḥusayn who was martyred on 

the plains of Karbalā’ in Iraq in tragic circumstances. The reinterpreted tradition views Ḥusayn 

as ideal of rebellion against the usurping Umayyad regime, which represent corruption and evil. 

In al-Ṣadr’s view, Imam Ḥusayn represents the model that the Shī‘a should follow in their 

pursuit of social and political justice.16 Augustus Norton sums up the Shī‘a’s relationship with 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the reverberations of Ḥusayn’s revolution. He writes that “under Imam Mūsā’s 

considerable influence, religious commemorations became vehicles for building communal 

solidarity and political consciousness...Imam Mūsā’s appearances often spawned their 

inception.”17 

While studies focus on Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious symbolism and language, they do not 

clarify if he developed a clear religious program, in addition to his political one. Aside from 

employing, the theme of martyrdom, academic output on how the spiritual and the temporal 

interacted through al-Ṣadr’s project remains insufficient. Lack of clear evidence made scholars 

dismiss the idea that al-Ṣadr’s Movement of the Deprive had possibly possessed a systematic 

religious project to Islamize the structures of society. One area that this study clearly reconsiders 

                                                 

16 Ajami, The vanished Imam, 157, 23-59; Nasr and James, "Roots of the Shi'i Movement," MERIP Reports, no. 133 

(1985): 14; Halawi, A Lebanon defied, 165-75; Norton, Amal and the Shi'a, 40. 
17 Norton, Amal and the Shi'a, 41. 
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is the major role of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in the promoting religiosity in Shī‘ī Lebanon, whether directly 

through his institution or indirectly because of his striking successes. 

The religious mobilization of the Shī‘a 

Later academic studies that examine the origins and ideology of Hizbullah underscore the 

academic tendency that marginalizes Sayyid Mūsā’s religious project, arguing that the real 

religious mobilization project did not begin with him. They insinuate that the contemporary Shī‘ī 

religious milieu emerged under the influence of the Islamic republic in Iran that exported its 

Islamic ideals and project to the Shī‘a of Lebanon after 1979.  In Hizbullah, Politics and 

Religion, Saad-Ghorayeb emphasizes this opinion: 

The communal politicization of the Shi‘ites preceded their religious politicization. They initially 

experienced a communal re-identification, not a Shi’ite’s Islamic retrospection. Accordingly, 

their political awakening had more in common with the politicization of other Lebanese sects 

than the universal Islamic revival. By the same token, the factors behind this communal re-

identification only played an indirect role in the emergence of Hizbu’llah.18   

Saad-Ghorayeb’s analysis assumes that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement participated in a moment of 

transformation and revival on the political level. Her assumption that Mūsā al-Ṣadr did not offer 

any systematic religious dimension is symptomatic of the extensive treatment of his project in 

the academic literature. One reason that makes most studies on the subject reach this conclusion 

derives from later political complications and splinters that affected the Amal movement since 

the disappearance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in 1978.19 As followers of the prominent cleric Muḥammad 

                                                 

18
 Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah, 9-10.                                                                                         

19
 In 1978, Mūsā al-Ṣadr most likely visited Libya to meet the former dictator Mu‘ammar Qadhdhafi (transliterated 

as: al-Qadhdhāfī). What happened during his meeting with Qadhdhafi remains unknown. Musa al-Sadr did not 

return to Lebanon and was deemed as vanished (and for many as dead). He disappeared before completing his 

project, leaving behind him a great political vacuum and a spontaneous movement that lacked systematic ideology 

and prudent leadership. 
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Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh (d. 2010) and Hizbullah’s activists would put it: “The Islamic horizon of Amal 

is narrower” or “Hizbullah’s religiosity is more authentic.”20 The embedded attitude towards 

Amal in most conversations and recollections most likely convinced scholars, including Saad-

Ghorayeb whose arguments reflect an official Hizbullah perspective about the Islamization 

process on the Shī‘ī movement, to assume that Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his followers had no substantial 

or systematic religious project. 

The prevalent academic opinion about Mūsā al-Ṣadr does not mean that researchers have 

clear evidence that prove the absence of religious activism around the time of his movement. In 

fact, other academic scholars who view the Islamic movement from different lens, focusing in 

intellectual development prior to Hizbullah easily detect signs of religious developments that 

began as early as the 1950s. One such article by Chibli Mallat provides a useful biographical 

study on three scholars from south Lebanon who studied at Najaf and returned to Lebanon before 

the 1970s: Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh,21 Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn (d. 2001),22 and 

Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya (d. 1979).23 In this study and elsewhere,24 Mallat suggests that 

groups of activists and clerics who studied in the religious seminaries played an important role in 

the exchange of religious ideas, as part of what he calls “international Shī‘ism.” Accordingly, his 

                                                 

20
 This viewpoint came up in several interviews with clerics and activists from the network of the Faḍlullāh. One 

interview was conducted in 31 December 2009. 

21 Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh is better known and written as “Sayyid Fadlallah” or “Sayyid Muḥammad 

Ḥusayn”. In the remaining pages, I will stick to the use of Faḍlullāh to be consistent with other religious names that 

appear in the library of congress’s transliteration form. 

22 Better known as Shaykh Muḥammad Mahdī. He was known for his tough and easily irritable personality 

23 See: Chibli Mallat, Shi'i thought from the south of Lebanon (Oxford: Centre for Lebanese Studies, 1988).                                                                                                                                              

24
 Chibli Mallat, The renewal of Islamic law: Muhammad Baqer as-Sadr, Najaf, and the Shi'i International 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
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view implies that intellectual debates, activist experiences, and religious knowledge that emerged 

in Najaf of Iraq since the 1950s most likely transferred into other places in the Middle East: 

[The] Najaf connection is particularly important for the understanding of the debate of ideas in 

the contemporary Middle East, and it was echoed in Lebanon before the victory of the Islamic 

revolution in Iran.25  

Saad-Ghorayeb confirms Mallat’s view. She draws our attention to the fact that 

“the fountainhead of Hizbu’llah was not even located in Lebanon but in the religious academies 

of Najaf in Iraq where hundreds of young Lebanese Shi‘ites studied in the early 1960s and 1970s 

under the tutelage of the radical Shi‘ite ideologues such as Khomeini and Muḥammad Bāqir as-

Ṣadr.”26  

She points out that, in addition to the Iranian influence, Hizbullah inherited religious ideas and 

cadres from the Iraqi religious milieu of the late 1960s and early 1970s.  This last point, in fact, 

began to receive more attention as scholars explored the role of Shī‘ī Lebanese clerics like 

Faḍlullāh, who played a clear religious role as a dā‘iya (one who calls for Islam) in cultivating an 

activist generation in 1970s.27  

Living memory of the community confirms the assumptions that certain religious 

activities not linked to Iran’s network or Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement had already operated in the 

Shī‘ī community.  Hence, in Enchanted Modern, Lara Deeb relates to us through the views of 

Shī‘ī residents of the southern suburb of Beirut, al-Ḍāḥiya, a strong hold of Hizbullah, that 

“another stream of Shī‘ī political, social, and religious activism…had begun to take shape in 

Lebanon in the 1960s and ‘70s.”28 Recollections that Deeb examined in her study link the origins 

                                                 

25
 Mallat, Shi'i thought from the south of Lebanon.                                                                          

26
 Saad-Ghorayeb, Hizbullah, 13.                                                                                                                          

27 Deeb, An enchanted modern; Kramer, "The Oracle of Hizbullah."; Sankari, Fadlallah. 

28
 Deeb, An enchanted modern, 78. 
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of religiosity, as Saad-Ghorayeb also indicated, to the activism and religious actions of the 

Lebanese branch of the Islamic Da‘wa Party, which originated in Iraq. None of the studies, 

however, explores this earlier “stream of religious activism.” 

As has been said before, academics hint at the idea that Hizbullah absorbed several 

religious groups that already existed.  Except for mentioning that certain religious activists from 

the Lebanese Branch of the Islamic Da‘wa Party joined Hizbullah,  most studies do not attempt 

to elucidate the identity and actual ideological training of these groups that Hizbullah absorbed. 

One study by Waḍḍāḥ Sharāra, Dawlat Ḥizbullāh (The state of Hizbullah), seems to approach 

this topic differently. Although he claims that Hizbullah is an “historical accident,” his study 

treats the rise of the “Islamic society” as trajectory that began since the 1950s. At first glance, the 

study seems to unravel the mystery of Hizbullah’s sudden and convenient emergence in 1982. 

Sharārā, however, intentionally reduces all the religious activity, even in Iraq and Lebanon, even 

before the Islamic revolution in 1979, to one that is linked to Khomeini; hence his employment 

of the category “Khomeinid Islamists” to refer to a wide spectrum of Shī‘ī Islamic activists.29 In 

Sharāra’s mind, Hizbullah and the whole Islamic project are alien to Lebanon, and the goals of 

the Islamic movement which Hizbullah hijacked contradict Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s project of integrating 

the Shī‘a into the fabric of the Lebanese state. He frequently attempts to draw comparisons 

between the “Islamic fortress” in Lebanon and the religious structures in Islamic Iran to show 

that the Islamization process in since 1970s was an Iranian clone.30 The “Khomeinid wave”, no 

                                                 

29 Waḍḍāḥ Sharāra, Dawlat Ḥizbullāh: Lubnān mujtamaʻan Islāmiyyan [The state of Hizbullah: Lebanon as an 

Islamic society], 4 ed. (Beirut: Dār al-Nahār, 2006), 195-224.   
30 Sharāra, Dawlat Ḥizbullāh, 14-19, 312-24.  
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doubt, was a reality between 1979 and 1988; that is when the “war of brothers” between Amal 

and Hizbullah crystalized the internal borders of the community. However, it included a wide 

spectrum of activists who never joined Hizbullah, as this study demonstrates in its final chapter. 

Despite occasional circumspection and objections to certain details, activists from the 

network of Hizbullah often favor the grand narratives that these academic studies adopted. They 

generally approve of the idea that Mūsā al-Ṣadr provided the political mantle, but it was 

Khomeini’s strictly pious followers who made it possible for the authentic religiosity to burgeon 

and flourish. These views often serve to inadvertently or to intentionally confirm criticisms 

coming from the Lebanese political elites and intellectuals, like Waḍḍāḥ Sharāra, that Hizbullah 

hijacked the “moderate” identity of the Shī‘ī community and transformed the religious culture of 

the Lebanese Shī‘a. They often believe that Hizbullah compromised the sovereignty of Lebanon 

by blindly paying allegiance to the ordinances of the Iranian guardian jurist, known as the walī 

al-faqīh.31 Followers of Mūsā al-Ṣadr from the Amal movement often rebut this view. Although 

they acknowledge that Hizbullah today shows more consistent forms of religiosity than Amal 

since the late 1980s, they insist that Sayyid Mūsā delivered a message that is as religious as the 

one that Khomeini delivered. Their confidence, however, represents one understanding of Sayyid 

Mūsā as I will argue in chapter five. These mostly indirect Shī‘ī debates, academic literature, and 

                                                 

31 See Sharāra, Dawlat Ḥizbullāh; Wajīh Kawtharānī, Bayn fiqh al-iṣlāḥ al-Shī‘ī wa wilāyat al-faqīh: Al-Dawala wa 

al-muwāṭin (Beirut: Dār al-Nahār, 2007), 17. On 24 April 2013, the Lebanese deputy Antoine Andrawus made a 

statement suggesting that “Hizbullah is taking the Shī‘a and Lebanon hostages, in the name of resistance.” This view 

is shared by clerics like Alī al-Amīn; al-Amīn suggested in more than one statement and TV interview that 

Hizbullah dominates the Shī‘a; in one statement, on 17 October 2012, he stated that Hizbullah made “the decision of 

the Shī‘ī sect in Lebanon subordinate to the Iranian vision, although most Shī‘a do not believe in wilāyat al-faqīh.” 

For more on Alī al-Amīn’s views, see Alī  Al-Amīn, "Ali al-Amin Online Forums,"  15 Feb 2014. 

http://www.alamine.net/. 
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political discourses about Hizbullah and Amal do not deliver full justice for the origins and 

developments that led to the formation and proliferation of new forms of religiosity in Lebanon. 

In fact, a direct and detailed academic study that focuses on the 1970s, as a period during 

which an activist form of Shī‘ī religiosity possibly mounted, is lacking. More significant about 

this gap in the literature on Shī’ī activism is the incomplete understanding of how several 

religious groups and scholars attempted to spread Islamic ethics and practices among members 

of the Shī‘ī community during the decade that preceded Hizbullah. Gaps in the academic 

discourse lead to confusion about the origins of divisions within the Shī‘ī community and the 

nature of relations that existed among the Shī‘ī activists before and after 1982. To illustrate, 

academics misconstrue the changing positions and roles of clerics like Faḍlullāh, Muḥammad 

Mahdī Shams al-Dīn, and Mūsā al-Ṣadr in the Islamic environment from which Hizbullah 

emerged. Thus, we do not know how the differentiation among Faḍlullāh, Shams al-Dīn, Amal 

and Hizbullah evolved. Academics, moreover, leave behind the effect of Faḍlullāh’s earlier 

positions, in the field of religious activism, on his latter dispositions and views, especially after 

groups that joined Hizbullah adopted the controversial theory of wilāyat al-faqīh (guardianship 

of the jurist).32 Lack of knowledge about the origins of the religious Shī‘ī movement led media 

and public discourses to consider Faḍlullāh the spiritual leader of Hizbullah. Furthermore, the 

                                                 

32 Wilāyat al-faqīh is commonly known in English as “guardianship of the jurist,” but it refers to more than the 

guardianship of a single jurist. Rather it is a regime and a theory of government led by a leading legal-jurist scholar, 

al-walī al-faqīh (or simply walī al-faqīh). Wilāyat al-faqīh is arguably an old Shī‘ī doctrine to which the former 

religious Iranian leader, Rūḥullāh Khomeini (d. 1989) brought attention in his lectures at the religious seminaries of 

Najaf in Iraq during the late 1960s. In his theory of the Islamic government, Khomeini granted unrestricted 

authorities in the Shī‘ī Islamic community or ‘umma (religious community) to a certain “prudent”, “brave” and 

“well-learned” leading Muslim jurist. When the revolutionary forces in Iran toppled the Iranian despot Riḍā Pahlawī 

in 1979, the clerical vanguard, surrounding Khomeini, introduced aspects of Khomeini’s theory of the Islamic 

government into the new constitutional amendments of 1980. 
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existence of lively religious activity in the late 1970s, convinced several scholars, particularly 

Norton, Sharāra, and Joseph Agha to propose 1978 as a date for the beginning of Hizbullah, 

which filled the vacuum created after Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s disappearance.33 This view is a 

consequence of lack of reading of a period that Mallat considers “a murky period.” These issues 

represent gray areas and questions which the subject of this research will seek to clarify and 

answer. 

Alternative view 

No doubt, Shī‘ī religiosity went public on a wide scale by the arrival of the 1980s.  A 

collection of sources available from the 1960s and 1970s reveal a more complex picture for the 

formation and growth of religious activism in Lebanon. Sermons, pamphlets, booklets, speeches, 

books from the late 1960s and early 1970s indicate that several competing and collaborating 

groups existed before the Islamic Revolution era. Writings and organizations suggest Shī‘ī 

groups, associated with Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network and the Lebanese branch of the Islamic Da‘wa 

Party had interacted since the early 1970s. Two major figures in this activity, Faḍlullāh and 

Shams al-Dīn, played a vital role in inculcating a Shī‘ī generation on religious basis. Both 

scholars avoided partisanship although in the 1980s, Faḍlullāh preferred Hizbullah and Shams al-

Dīn cooperated with Amal. Moreover, the Shī‘ī links between Lebanon and Iran, apparently, did 

not begin with Khomeini. Other revolutionary networks and religious groups from Iran 

apparently contributed to the Shī‘ī movement in the 1970s. To put it differently, a main argument 

of this study maintains that movement which constructed the contemporary Islamic milieu in 

                                                 

33 Norton, Amal and the Shi'a, 101; Alagha, The shifts in Hizbullah's ideology, 33.                                                    
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Shī‘ī Lebanon was part of a large movement of cultural renewal and religious renaissance. Many 

members of the Shī‘ī religious movement who joined or who stayed outside Hizbullah came 

from various political cultures and religious milieus. Accordingly, the views, ideologies, rituals, 

and goals that they espoused, most likely, reflected the environment from which they grew. 

Therefore, the premises that attribute the beginnings of religious mobilization to the Islamic 

Revolution movement and relates political mobilization to al-Ṣadr’s social empowerment project 

is a simplification that leads to incomplete conclusions and answers. 

The remaining of this introductory section addresses two major areas. The first area 

briefly presents an approach to analyzing the contemporary Shī‘ī Islamic movement. The second 

area sets the major goals, and structures the argument of this study in details. 

General Questions and Goals 

The study deals with three major goals. The first is to provide a fresh look at the complex 

phenomenon of the Shī‘ī Islamic movement in Lebanon between 1960s and 1980s. The second 

goal revolves around measuring and determining the nature of social and religious changes that 

took place in the Shī‘ī community since the beginning of the new religious movement (the Shī‘ī 

Islamic movement). The third major goal discusses the religious methods and means by which 

the religious activists spread their views in Lebanon. 

The rise of the Shī‘ī Islamic (social) movement as a complex phenomenon 

The first goal of this study is to understand the seemingly meteoric rise of the Shī‘ī 

Islamic activism as a rather complex phenomenon through questions like “Were the Sḥī‘ī Islamic 

activism tied to larger global or regional phenomena in the modern history of the Middle East?” 
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The answer  situates the rise of Shī‘ī Islamic activism in the larger historical context of the 1960s 

and 1970s, which witnessed the rise of new forms of religiosity in the world and prepared for the 

eruption of religions into the public sphere during the 1980s.34 Several communities across the 

world began to identify religiously in the public sphere; new religious movements appeared and 

attracted global attention.35 In the Sunnī Muslim world, for example, the Muslim brotherhood 

saw its second resurgence in Egypt in the 1970s.36 Around the same period, the Shī‘ī 

communities saw an intensification of religious activism that influenced the direction of the 

Iranian revolution in 1978. In Iraq, a new breed of Islamic thought and activism appeared in the 

seminaries of Najaf and culminated between the mid-1960s and late 1970s with the proliferation 

of Islamic factions and rise of new generation of activists and clerics like Muḥammad Bāqir al-

Ṣadr and his “brethren.”  

This study attempts to reveal that the Shī‘ī Islamic movement in Lebanon, including 

Hizbullah, Amal, and other groups, evolved from the cross-fertilization of several intellectual, 

ideological, political, and religious currents that burgeoned in political contexts of Iraq, Iran and 

                                                 

34José Casanova, Public religions in the modern world (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 18-19. 

Religions-gone-public theses became popular in the 1980s. One study by Jose Casanova, Public Religions in the 

Modern World and recent reformulations by Peter Berger among other sociologists of religion analyze and attempt 

to explain this phenomenon globally; The use of the abovementioned word “regional” refers to countries that have 

Shī‘ī presence in the Middle East region like Iraq and Iran, and that were related to the Lebanese Shī‘ī case at one 

point during the post-colonial times. 
35 A case of interest for my work is the “cultural revolution” and political movement that took place in Catholicism 

with the rise of the Liberation Theology movement, which I compare later in this study to the cultural revolution 

within Shī‘ī Islam. The comparisons, however, do not intend to prove any linkages between Liberation Theology 

and Shī‘ī activism. 
36 The first rise of the Muslim Brotherhood was with founder, Ḥasan al-Bann, in 1928. For more on the earlier 

period of the  Muslim Brotherhood see Richard P. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1993). For studies that document the case of the Muslim Brothers in their second resurgence, see a 

forthcoming book (dissertation available) by  Abdullah Al-Arian, Heeding the Call: Popular Islamic Activism in 

Egypt (1970-1981) (PhD diss.: Georgetown University, 2012). 
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Lebanon. I, furthermore, comparatively show how these movements benefited from the 

experience of their Sunnī counterparts (like the Muslim Brotherhood and Islamic Taḥrīr Party). 

Moreover, I investigate ways through which the encounter with the secular groups (like the Ba‘th 

and Communist party) influenced the organizational structure, topics, and methods of action of 

Islamic activism. 

 Best described as coalition of groups, the Shī‘ī Islamic movement first appeared with 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s social activities in the 1960s. The formations of this movement kept changing as 

new elements joined and new structural changes took place.  As the sociologist Charles Tilly 

puts it, “overall political environments” affect the character of the social movement.37 Tilly 

argues,  

participants in social movements–including not only activists but also authorities and other 

objects of claims–communicate with each other, borrowing and adapting each other’s ideas, 

personnel, assistance, rhetorics, and models of action. They also borrow, adapt, and innovate as 

they compete with each other for advantages or constituencies. 

While the ultimate goal of empowering the Shī‘a remained the same between 1960 and 

1982, the methods of empowerment, the religious spaces, the groups participating in 

mobilization, and the centers of power within the fields of activism changed. One can imagine 

the evolution of the movement through several spiral processes: the social empowerment process 

beginning since the 1960s, the internal religious education process beginning since 1969, the 

militarization process beginning in 1973, the “revolutionary” process beginning by the end 1976, 

and the radicalization phase by the 1978. These processes finally met in a consolidation project 

                                                 

37 Charles Tilly, Charles Tilly, and Lesley J. Wood, Social Movements, 1768-2008, 2nd ed.(Boulder: Paradigm 

Publishers, 2009), 14. 
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that began in 1982, signaling the rearrangement of existing and interacting currents, redefinition 

of communal boundaries, and breakout of open intellectual debates. The moment of 

consolidation was also a moment of fragmentation and differentiation.  The start of one phase 

and process signaled the rise of new religious discourses, methods of action, and social 

movement organizations, but it did not necessarily mean the end of existing ones that began and 

flourished in former periods. 

Measuring the dialectics between social transformations and religious change 

This brings me to the second goal which is to determine how the evolution of the Shī‘ī 

Islamic movement affected the nature of the religious discourses and practices. I analyze the 

intellectual production and religious practices of religious activism as they emerged within a 

specific historical context between the late 1960s and early 1980s. One major question that I 

address is “to what extent did Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s project contribute to religious activism?” While I 

do not link the rise of the religious milieu to the arrival of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s presence alone, I seek 

to determine what actually changed on the religious level after his arrival. Hence, I examine the 

religious situation and social context before his arrival, situating the comparison through the 

chapters to the regional contexts and international transformation in the world of Shī‘ism since 

the 1950s. In addition to Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s efforts, I examine other religious networks through 

study of the field of religious da‘wa (lit. calling, preaching, or summoning to Islam). I explore 

the beginnings of the “Ḥusayn-based Education” (tarbiya ḥusayniyya) project, known also as the 

Karbalā’ paradigm, which built on the discursive tradition of Imam Ḥusayn’s martyrdom to befit 

the needs of an activist breed of Shī‘ism in a certain present.  I also demonstrate how the 

religious narratives began to seep into the political frames and slogans, taking more forms that 
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are revolutionary. By examining the birth of ideas in their historical moment, I disentangle 

historical threads that clarify roots of certain discourses. Thus, by looking the writing of 

Faḍlullāh in the 1970s, uncovering their earlier publication in the late 1950s and 1960s, I trace 

key concepts that his developed to Sunni ideas with which he interacted in the Iraqi religious 

milieu. Overall, I analyze the nature of religious activism that appeared before Hizbullah. Then I 

compare and contrast the 1970s’ religious production, activity, and sites of action to the ones that 

emerged through and during the formation of Hizbullah to show how Shī‘ī Islamic movement 

evolved before it crystalized in the 1980s. 

Methods and means of change 

The third goal delves into the details of how the activists attempted to redefine religiosity, 

empower and motivate the Shī‘ī community, apply new methods of action, and produce and 

transmit religious knowledge. By ‘means’, ‘methods’, ‘mechanisms’,  and ‘processes’ of change, 

I refer to the actual plans, strategies, legal efforts, cultural production that the religious activists 

processed and developed. For instance, I seek to determine how the Islamic activists defined the 

religious and the secular, and differentiated “authentic” religiosity from “inauthentic”. To 

achieve their goals of proving that Islam can rule in an age of modernity, clerics constructed key 

concepts such as the ‘Islamic personality’ (al-shakhṣiyya al-Islāmiyya). Deriving this concept 

came through potent methods like religious ‘authentication’ (ta’ṣīl). Authentication, in one 

definition, links modern concerns or concepts to historical precedents documented in the Muslim 

tradition to generate a comparative framework that can test the legality of a practice or concept in 

the present. While it seeks to prove the validity of an idea, it offers justification for new 

practices. Concepts like ‘Islamic personality’ and wilāyat al-faqīh were in fact products of 
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combinations of authentication and legal intervention that sought to reinterpret the Muslim 

tradition and develop a paradigm that serve that purposes of envisioning Islam as a complete way 

of life.   

The study analyzes a large corpus of religious knowledge that emerged through 

intellectual writings of ideologues, jurists, and thinkers of the Islamic movements. The nature of 

the produced knowledge varied based on the targeted audience. For instance, educational, 

including jurisprudential, material sought to inculcate new adherents in the community and 

activists, including students of flourishing seminaries. Dialogical texts addressed issues salient in 

the Lebanese context like the topic of Islamic unity and sectarianism. Finally, polemical views 

responded to challenging ideologies such as Marxism. 

Spaces and means of transmission and circulation of ideas included mosques, religious 

clubs, periodicals, and schools. Reproduction of intellectual production usually meant to simplify 

the ideas before it goes into circulation. In the other instances, reproduction means appropriation 

of intellectual ideas of predecessors. Reproduction, thus, reflects sources of influence. This form 

of activity helped develop the cultural values and ideas that the activists and the community 

acquired. 

Structure of the Argument 

Linking the roots of the contemporary Shī‘ī movement in the 1970s to a deeper current of 

religious renaissance, I compare the main components of the transformation of core Shī‘ī 

narratives and social behaviors that this renewal activity stimulated between the 1930s and 

1960s. In chapter 1, I discuss first-century intellectual production and explore the social context 
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of Lebanon’s independence that represents the background against which the discourse of 

deprivation burgeoned among Shī‘ī intellectuals. This discourse would shape the collective 

consciousness of the Shī‘a as Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his movement built on it in the subsequent 

decades. Approaching this subject, I first examine works of a generation of Shī‘ī reformers and 

modernists prior to the beginning of Shī‘ī involvement in the movement of religious renewal that 

began in the seminaries in Iran and, in particular, Iraq. I focus on historiographical works, 

biographical literature, and writings in journals and newspapers from the period between the 

mid-1930s and late 1950s, which the cleric Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya referred to as the 

“years of deprivation and oppression.”  Through this introductory chapter, we will see that 

deprivation was not only social but also religious. Rather than stressing the correlation between 

lack of religiosity and modernization, or assuming the association between excessive religiosity 

and social backwardness, I propose that interactions of war, sectarianism, politics, and 

geographical factors led to the decline of the Shī‘ī community on both religious and economic 

levels. Contrary to anti-religion modernist views, I show that lack of modernization rather than 

the presence of traditional religiosity contributed to the political and social deterioration of the 

Shī‘a of Lebanon. In chapter two, I will look at the transformation of core Shī‘ī narratives, 

signaling the transition of Shī‘ism from a conciliatory mode that flounders in defeatism to the 

activism mode that engenders rebellion and resistance. In a context of secular onslaught on the 

religious spaces, and spread of Communism among the natural audience of the religious 

institution, the seminaries produced a pioneering generation of Islamic thinkers, ideologues, 

jurists, and preachers. Their intellectual production will constitute the foundations of the Shī‘ī 

religious mobilization in the various Shī‘ī communities in Iraq, Iran, and Lebanon. 
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In chapter 3, I identify the beginnings of the nascent religious field in Shī‘ī Lebanon 

under the guidance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr. While a prevalent idea in academia suggests that he was a 

social mobilizer, I argue that Sayyid Mūsā produced a multi-layered project with social 

development and religious cultivation representing two folds. Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s successes opened 

up the religious field to newcomers, including clerics from Iraq and Iran. Through analysis of the 

project of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, I stress that a full decade before the Islamic revolution, Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

presented a religious project, even if in closed spaces within the Shī‘ī community associated with 

his Movement of the Deprived. Chapter 4 examines how on the eve of the civil war in 1975, 

before the Islamic revolution in 1979, in a context of secularist upsurge and sectarian violence, 

the Shī‘ī literary field generated foundational texts. Close examination of the works of retuning 

clerics from Najaf reveals that the Shī‘ī leaders of the movement knew about and drew on Sunni 

Islamic thought, particularly texts of political Islam by ideologues like Sayyid Quṭb and Taqī al-

Dīn al-Nabahānī.  Comparing the writing of Shī‘ī scholar to ideas of Sunni ideologues, I provide 

insights about the sources of influence on Shī‘ī thought in the second half of the twentieth 

century. While Sunni influence on the thought of Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn continued in the 

1980s and 1990s, it was inherent from 1960s cross-fertilization during the formative phase of 

Islamic activism in Iraq. 

The discussion on the source of influence brings us back to the role of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

religious project on the future of Shī‘ī movement. In chapter 3, I discuss how his project drew on 

the works of ‘Alī Sharī‘atī. In Chapter 5, I compare two Islamist paradigms that ran in parallel 

for most of the 1970s, but began to interacted in competition and cooperation by late 1976. The 

first paradigm is the project of gradualist da‘wa that is inherent in the literature of Sunni Islamic 
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groups and the Islamic Da‘wa Party. A representative of this orientation is Faḍlullāh and 

religious students on school and university campuses. The second paradigm is Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

cultural Islam that builds on context-based Qur’ānic interpretation. 

In chapter 6, I addressed the rise of the revolutionary tendencies in the Shī‘ī community. 

Between 1978 and 1982, several political and military developments, like the Iranian revolution, 

Israeli invasions, and Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s disappearance contributed to the religious and military 

radicalization of the Shī‘ī community and parties. We see how the disappearance of Mūsā al-

Ṣadr transformed Amal, whereas the success of the Iranian Revolution propelled a wave of 

Khomeinism that swept through the religious field changing the rules of the game. The chapter, 

however, argues that the Khomeinid manifestation did not necessarily entail allegiance to the 

Khomeini’s theory of wilāyat al-faqīh. 

In final concluding chapter, I argue that the Iranian-sponsored creation of Hizbullah was 

not a formative phase in the life of the Shī‘ī community, but it was one that certainly 

consolidated ideas that were born at different locations and moments during a long process of 

religious revival and renewal. Consolidation was also a moment of fragmentation. I explain how 

Hizbullah’s foundation increasingly contributed to considerable demarcation within the Shī‘ī 

religious community since 1982. 

Approaches and Sources 

Addressing the subject of the Shī‘ī Islamic movement, I focus on the role of a generation 

of Islamic activists, whose actions initiated a movement that existed across several interactive 

fields (media, religion, education, politics), and who a played major role in propagating 

religiosity. I examine actors, religious structures, organizations, writings, tactics, mechanisms, 
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and social programs by borrowing insights and components from “social movement theories” 

(SMTs). However, while I develop question and conduct research based on SMTs, I mostly rely 

on SMTs selectively and loosely. Using “resource mobilization theory” (RMT), I reveal how the 

Islamic movement emerged gradually as an organized project “structured through mechanisms of 

mobilization that provide strategic resources for sustained collective action.”38 Second, through 

study of what social movement theorists describe as “political opportunity structure” (POS), I 

locate the structural constraints and factors that affected the development of the movement as 

contexts changed.39 Third, through study of “cultural and framing processes,” I plan to 

demonstrate how the ‘collective Islamic mind’ developed, how the activists produced, 

articulated, and circulated religious ideas and values through interactive processes, and how the 

Shī‘ī activists motivated new individuals to participate in activism.40  

Throughout this study, I use the terms ‘religious activist’, ‘Islamic activist’, or ‘Islamist’ 

seemingly without strict differentiation The ‘activist’ generally refers to clerical scholars, 

seminary students, academics, political thinkers, who are involved in promoting an activist mode 

of Islam, that seeks to change social realities and enhance life conditions through collective 

action. I derive the definition of the activist partly from the SMT’s definition of SM agents. 

Social movement agents are individuals who strive to achieve a set of goals; they have programs. 

For these programs to be translated into social practice, they must be adopted by specialized 

organizations. In return for serving the movement, organizations receive recognition and material 

                                                 

38 Quintan Wiktorowicz, Islamic activism: a social movement theory approach, Indiana series in Middle East studies 

(Bloomington, IN.: Indiana University Press, 2004), 10. 
39 Wiktorowicz, Islamic activism: a social movement theory approach, 13. 
40 Wiktorowicz, Islamic activism: a social movement theory approach, 15. 
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contributions (forms of capital) from adherents and followers, and, with accumulated successes, 

attract newcomers who share the same areas of concerns. Through their activity in social 

movement organizations (SMOs), the activists seek to supply resources that meet the demands of 

the movement. In their analysis of the function of SMOs, McCarthy and Zald, proponents of 

“resource mobilization theory,” tend to follow an economic model of supply and demand.41 In 

their view, while a movement demands forms of expression and action, the allied organizations 

cater for these demands in return for material and symbolic benefits. The supply-demand model 

postulates that SMOs appear, expand, or fade away with the rise or decline of demands, without 

which the movement ceases to move. Through careful analysis of the spread of religious SMOs 

and mobilizing structures, I seek to show how, as new problems and demands emerged, 

organizations affiliated with the Shī‘ī movement came to life.  

‘Political opportunity structures’ is a model that theorists use to understand the contextual 

constraints, factors, and catalysts that affect the movement. It relates a movement’s responses to 

changing institutional structures or to power relations within a given political system. This 

system could also be part of a “nesting-structure,” such as alliances or international processes. 

For example, Hizbullah’s political opportunity was affected by the Syrian crisis war that began 

2011. While the movement had to uncover many of its military tactics, it acquired new skills 

associated with military clashes in open war zones.42  

                                                 

41 John D. McCarthy and Mayer N. Zald, Social movements in an organizational society: collected essays (New 

Brunswick, N.J., U.S.A.: Transaction Books, 1987). 
42 David Meyer, "Political Opportunity and Nested Institutions," Social Movement Studies 2, no. 1 (2003): 17-35. 
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A useful component of SMT is “culture and framing processes”. According to 

Wiktorowicz, “frames represent interpretive schemata that offer a language and cognitive tools 

for making sense of experiences and events” in the environment in which the activists and 

organizations are embedded.43 I draw on the three framing processes proposed by Benford and 

Snow: ‘diagnostic framing’, ‘prognostic framing’, and ‘motivational framing’.44 ‘Diagnostic 

frames’ are generally a matter of agreement amongst the actors of the Shī‘ī movement. 

Architects within the rising Shī‘ī religious movement in Lebanon during the 1960s and 1970s 

diagnosed the problem of the Lebanese Shī‘ī community as a result of decades of wretchedness 

and disempowerment within the Lebanese state and homeland, coupled by collusion, tacit 

agreement, or passiveness of traditional clerical and feudal elites. While they agreed on the 

‘diagnosis’ of the malaise, they disagreed on the ‘prognosis’. Thus, when faced with the same 

problem, the activists diverged on the solutions, tactics, and strategies that would best alleviate 

the Shī‘a’s problems in Lebanon.45 For example, the Lebanese branch of the Islamic Da‘wa Party 

and Faḍlullāh’s network disagreed with Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s methods and approaches to empower the 

Shī‘a. Given that the field of activism hosts actors from different backgrounds, it is likely that 

they competed over the precedence of meanings and values that they circulated.  Finally, 

‘motivational frames’ are deployed in mobilizing structures. These frames aim at attracting those 

undecided participants or bystanders to become part of the collective efforts. The success of the 

                                                 

43 Wiktorowicz, Islamic activism: a social movement theory approach, 15. 
44 Robert D. Benford and David A. Snow, "Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overviewand 

Assessment," Annual Review of Sociology 26 (2000): 611-40. 
45 Wiktorowicz, Islamic activism: a social movement theory approach, 16-17. 
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movement depends in much of the cases on the charisma of the Islamic entrepreneurs and 

effectiveness and resonance of their message in the Shī‘ī community.  

The use of social movement approach allows us to think about mechanisms  of inclusion 

and exclusion, and spaces through which ideas spread. Thus, SMT represent a perfect fit for 

picturing the process of da‘wa.  “Who is the audience that the movement targets? And how does 

the audience change over time?” and “by which means do the preachers of the movement spread 

their ideas?” are examples that this study asks recurrently, leading to analysis of organizations 

and networks, continuity and change.  Other questions include –how does framing of collective 

action take place? How do groups coalesce? Moreover, questions posed by various SMTs allow 

for understanding the diffusion of movements across national and communal borders at certain 

critical points in time. To what extent was the Shī‘ī movement in Lebanon part of wider network 

of transnational activism? 

Like any theoretical approach, there are shortcomings. Despite important questions that 

SMTs pose, they do not account for social forms of energy that bond activists together and make 

them form a movement. They do not explain why two scholars, from the same generation, like 

Faḍlullāh and Mūsā al-Ṣadr, could develop different political and methodological preferences. 

While SMT could reveal the differences in models that Faḍlullāh and Mūsā al-Ṣadr applied in 

their activism, understanding and tracing the sources of influence on their ideas and preferences 

requires more than resource mobilization theories and analysis of opportunity structures. While 

social movement approaches are generally helpful to study Islamic movement, I augment their 

usage by other approaches that serve the needs of this study. 
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Given the nature of the textual sources of this study, I apply detailed textual analysis to 

the writings of two generations of religious scholars that span the twentieth century, and I draw 

upon Karl Mannheim’s essays on the construction of generations to explain generational 

behaviors and coalescence in movements, organizations, and religious circles around a set of 

ideals and goals.46 As a result, I distinguish between pre-1950s institutional reform approaches in 

the religious field and post-1950s religious renaissance that witnessed the reformation of new 

religious consciousness and the appearance of new religious movements. Employing theoretical 

conceptualizations popularized by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, such as ‘field’ and ‘habitus’, 

though implicitly, I illuminate the themes of continuity and change that characterized the 

development of the Shī‘ī religious thought, organization, and culture as a response to increasing 

modernization, secularization, and sectarianism in the Middle East since the 1950s.47 Combining 

ideas from Bourdieu and Mannheim’s Problem of Generations, I partly follow a generational 

approach to distinguish between pre-1950s, post-1950s, and post-1979 groups and ways of 

thinking. Thus, instead of speaking of a habitus, I think in terms of generational habitus, which I 

envision as a set of dispositions for social action and a choice-making mechanism. The two 

concepts theoretically overlap. To illustrate, in Mannheim’s theory, a political (and this case a 

religious) generation is an age group whose members developed a bond based on unique 
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growing-up experiences. Like the habitus, generational experiences linger as long as no special 

event restructures the structure of- ideas, concerns, feelings, and memories of an individual or of 

a group, which constitute formative experiences. While they do not go away, formative 

experiences and concerns may change in time and place, whereas dispositions are more likely to 

persist. So based on these definitions, a generational habitus promotes or resists change 

according to the shared interest of the group and according to the collective social personality of 

its members. Members of different generations possess different perspectives and concerns. 

Hence, those in the Islamic movement who encountered Communism in the 1950s and 1960s, 

differ from those whose experiences burgeoned in a context of resistance against Israel.  Not all 

scholars of the same age category, furthermore, belong to a generational cohort. People who 

share different experiences and concerns, and whose experience developed against different 

backgrounds could end up coalescing differently; hence the formation of various social groups in 

the field of da‘wa and activism. As Bourdieu would put it, groups in a field vie for existing 

resources, and compete for recognition, audience, and dominance, generating in the process 

relevant texts and practices. 

A word on the sources 

The neglect of the 1970s in academic works partly emanates from the scarcity of public 

records and religious publications during the period, and stems partly from the creation of 

Hizbullah’s brand in the 1980s that obscured earlier religious developments. Islamic movements 

for half of the 1970s remained clandestine. Their public appearance happened at the Lebanese 

civil war juncture, when the intellectual activity gave way to militarization and war interactions. 

Key body of material from the period was lost during wars and battles. While Islamic activism 
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was happening either underground or in closed circles, key ideologues of the movement, 

particularly Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn, were involved in the cultivation and indoctrination 

processes. Their public speeches, sermons, and publications give key insights into the line of 

thought and nature of ideas that circulated during the period. In addition to these works, extant 

issues of periodicals, booklets, pamphlets, recorded tapes, as well as biographical works provide 

for large body of sources when weaved together. The change in their vocabulary and themes 

reflect the change of their audience and the orientation of the newcomers to the movement.  

For the study of the 1970s, I examined several books by Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh 

and Shams al-Dīn. Their works represented religious manuals, educational curriculum, methods 

of activism, and Islamic platforms. During the late 1970s, the Islamic field produced several 

magazines that offered a ripe source for reconstructing the formative experiences embedded in 

articles, discussions, news items. Key publications of the Islamic movement include Ṣawt al-

shabība al-muslima (1971), Ṣawt al-maḥrūmīn (1976), al-Munṭalaq (1977), al-Ḥikma, and al-

Ghadīr. In various chapters, I attempted to visualize historical moments and reconstruct stories 

by weaving relationships of theses texts to their embedding as well as their wider contexts. 

Thus, in addition to analysis of social movements and religious groups, I rely on textual 

analysis to analyze ideas, while situating writings of authors in their historical moments of 

production, reproduction, and circulation. While the close past is often known through people’s 

recollections, texts can tell us the unspoken, the obscured, the lost or the forgotten. They tell us 

about dreams, visions, hopes, and struggles. Then they inform us about progress of ideas, 

evolution of terms, and disappearance of others. They explain new linguistic styles and the 

development of new themes. For instance, comparative analysis of a wide array of Islamic texts, 
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situating them in relevant historical moments allowed me to uncover evidence that reveals that 

the Shī‘ī religious renaissance finds its genesis in previous interactions with Sunni movements 

and Communist parties in the field of political activism.  

Through textual analysis of writings and discourses that appeared with different 

generations some of whose members coalesced into organized social movement since the 1950s, 

I demonstrate that the 1970s was a formative stage for Islamic activism in Lebanon. During this 

period, efforts, concerns, and experiences of previous generations of clerics and activists 

converged into the religious field in Lebanon. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BECOMING POOR: DEPRIVATION AND RELIGIOUS DECLINE IN SHĪ‘Ī LEBANON 

(1920-1960) 

The inevitable triumph of science over religion was a common thesis of modernization 

and secularization theories.48 The core of these theories maintain that it would be a matter of 

time before “backward” societies caught up with modern ones, relinquishing in the process 

“spirituality” and embracing “temporality”. Similar views developed with the enchantment of 

Arab modernists in European models of social development, educational systems, 

industrialization, and medicine. It was natural to assume that secularism, following European 

models of emancipation of society from religion and modernization evolve and culminate 

together.49 This idea emerged as a cornerstone in the Arab secularist-modernist thought. Arab 

secularists adopted a view that Islam and modernity are incompatible, and believed that the 

urgent need for modernization requires secularization.50  

Marxist intellectuals even blamed the “religious mentality” not only for the Arab’s social 

decline, but also for their political and military defeat.51 This chapter reconsiders the logic 
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embedded in these views. It argues that the logic of secularization theorists and anti-religion 

Arab modernists cannot solely, nor plausibly, explain the presumed social decline in Shī‘ī 

Lebanon around the middle of the century, let alone the Shī‘a’s religious renaissance since the 

late 1960s. It shows that the period of social and economic deprivation in Shī‘ī Lebanon, often 

assumed between the 1940s and 1960s, was also a period of religious decline on the institutional 

and societal level. While common secularization theories would blame religious traditionalism 

and social backwardness for the failure of the modernization, I discuss how the failed 

modernization of the peripheries, in which the Shī‘ī of Lebanon resided, was an impetus for 

economic deprivation and social alienation of the Shī‘a in the modern state of Lebanon. Then, 

social, economic and human resources, particularly in the field of education triggered a decline 

in religiosity. The study, thus, proposes that large-scale modernization processes did not arrive at 

Jabal ‘Āmil until late, yet still religiosity declined not because it was replaced by a modern 

constructs, but rather because it stalled in the absence of necessary material resources and the 

migration of relevant human resources. While this chapter sheds a light on the various visions of 

modernity and religiosity that competed in Lebanon, it provides detailed study of the religious 

and social life of the Shī‘a of post-colonial modern Lebanon, before the era of Shī‘ī mobilization 

in the 1960s. The analysis in this chapter draws mainly on analysis of Shī‘ī historiography and 

articles of Lebanese ideologues and clerics from the second third of the twentieth century. 

I use the term ‘Shī‘ī Lebanon’ to refer to the ‘Shī‘ī community of Lebanon’, denoting 

those who identified as Shī‘a in terms of culture and religious affiliation, and who resided in 

south Lebanon (known also as Jabal ‘Āmil), Biqā‘, and Beirut’s suburbs. By deprivation, I 

address the process by which economic hardships in the Shī‘ī towns and villages, staggering 
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under-representation in the political system, and geographic distribution at the peripheries 

aggravated the social isolation of the Shī‘ī sect, particularly after independence and the 

occupation of Palestine.  

By ‘religious decline’, I mean the waning of enthusiasm for religious education, the 

closure of religious schools, and the lack of resources available to sustain costs of teaching and 

learning activities, the shortage of mosques and ḥusayniyyas, and the fading religiosity in the 

public sphere. Stagnant conformity in religious practices and discourses in times of sweeping 

social and political changes constitute another level of this decline.  

This study approaches the relationship of religious decline and social deprivation in a 

broader context of modernization, sectarianism, political corruption, and economic changes 

involving the increasing attachment of Lebanon to the world’s capitalist economy. Thus, the first 

part of this chapter sets forth to examine how the Shī‘a identified themselves as the sect and class 

of the poor in Lebanon. The chapter then discusses the process of religious decline in Shī‘ī 

Lebanon, in tandem with economic deprivation, political discrimination, and social isolation in a 

time of sweeping modernization of Lebanon. 

On Deprivation and Sectarianism 

In the aftermath of the assassination of Prime Minister Rafīq Ḥarīrī on 14 February 2005, 

several factions rushed to political accusations blaming the Syrian regime for the murder. Few 

weeks later, following massive demonstrations and political turmoil in the country, the secretary 

general of Hizbullah Ḥasan Naṣrullāh gave an infamous speech, under immense public pressure, 

in which he showed gratitude for the services that the Syrian regime and army offered for 
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Lebanon’s resistance against Israel. Many Shī‘a, from the anti-Syrian camp, swiftly argued that 

the positions and ideology of Hizbullah are fundamentally alien to the essence of the Lebanese 

Shī‘a, who were among the founding sects of the independent state of Lebanon. This view is 

often part of the official national narrative that Lebanese students study in their school history 

textbooks. Available historical evidence and grievances, however, absent from official Lebanese 

historiography, indicate a different reality about the situation of the Shī‘a in modern Lebanon 

that came to life through two-phase formation between a formative phase in 1920 and 

crystallization in 1943. The Lebanese historian Fawwaz Tarabulsi presents a common Left-

oriented theme that modern Lebanon is a sectarian clone that formed at the intersection of 

economic and colonial special interests. Although he does not cover the Shī‘ī question in 

Lebanon, his analysis of the Lebanese ideology proves to be useful in analyzing the challenges 

that faced the Shī‘a in the modern era.52 Kamal Salibi’s views, in his latest works, represent 

classic rebuttal of the nationalist discourse about Lebanon’s perfection.  He argues that Lebanon 

is a place where tribal allegiance and religious sectarianism conflate into one entity.53 On the 

origins of sectarianism, two works stand out. Usama Makdisi’s Culture of Sectarianism explains 

how nineteenth century social and political transformations, which took place “at the intersection 

of nineteenth century European colonialism and Ottoman modernization”,  created a “culture of 
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sectarianism” that shaped Lebanon’s national identity at its cradle in 1920s.54 In a recent work 

dedicated to the study of modern Shī‘ī Lebanon, Max Weiss delves into issues of sectarian Shī‘ī 

identity construction in modern setting during the first half of the twentieth century.55 To sum up 

these studies, a deep culture of sectarianism contributed and determined the fate of the modern 

Lebanese nation whose founders built on sectarian foundations. Within the sectarian field of 

Lebanon, the Shī‘a occupied a marginal position, analogous to their peripheral geographic 

location in the country.56 

On becoming the poor of Lebanon 

Despite obtaining recognition as a separate religious group in Lebanon between 1926 and 

1936, through processes of negotiations and political maneuvers between the French mandate 

authorities and the Shī‘ī elites, the Shī‘a remained deprived of major political and economic 

privileges.57 While the architects of Lebanese nationalism were aware of the spread of poverty in 

the Shī‘ī areas of the Lebanon, their discourses reveal how a “culture of sectarianism” was at the 

core of defining “Lebanese nationalism”, both of which , nationalism and sectarianism, were 
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indeed core products of modernity.58 Review of Lebanese nationalist discourses show that the 

“culture of sectarianism” that developed during the nineteenth century, as Makdisi argues, 

persisted throughout the mandate period, but more dangerously, it spilled over into the post-

independence period, into the twenty first century, despite undergoing mutations.59 

Shī‘ī views about the causes of Shī‘ī alienation in Lebanon 

Academic scholarship unanimously agree that the geographic area that the Shī‘a 

inhabited in Lebanon experienced miserable economic realities and social marginalization for 

most of the twentieth century.60 Between the 1930s and 1950s, Shī‘ī discourses on poverty and 

deprivation reflected a rising sense of discontent among an intellectual elite, particularly as it 

became clear by the late 1930s that the Shī‘ī areas were highly floundering in abject misery 

compared to the rest of the country. Shī‘ī intellectuals determined the sources of inequality in 

three major areas: defects in the religious field, feudalism, and political sectarianism. 

                                                 

58
 Ṭarābulsī, Ṣilāt bilā waṣl; Fawwāz Ṭarābulsī, Social Classes and Political Power in Lebanon (Beirut, Lebanon: 

Heinrich Boell Foundation, 2014). 

59
 For studies on the culture of sectarianism (focusing on the Druze and Maronite sects), see Makdisi, The Culture 

of Sectarianism.For studies on the institutionalization of sectarianism (focusing on the Shī‘a), see Weiss, In the 

shadow of sectarianism. 

60
 See Halawi, A Lebanon defied; Ajami, The vanished Imam; Norton, Amal and the Shi'a. For primary evidence, 

see "Khulāṣat al-anbā’," al-‘Irfān 34, no. 2 (December 1947): 319. In this news item, the editor of al-‘Irfān 

complains that five governors were appointed, none of whom were Shī‘a. 



 

39 

 

In a mid-twentieth century account, al-Wad‘ al-ḥāḍir fī Jabal ‘Āmil (the current situation 

in Jabal ‘Āmil, 1947),61 the maverick Shī‘ī religious scholar, Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya, 

bemoans the situation in Jabal ‘Āmil. Comparing it to other areas in Lebanon, he writes that 

[While] other areas [have] schools, hospitals, and roads… it [Jabal ‘Āmil] has payment of 

costs! [While] others [have] health system and education, it has ignorance and diseases! 

[While] others [have] running springs and colorful gardens, it [has] stagnant swamps with 

bloody thorns! [While] others have cafes, entertainment centers, and wealth, it [has] 

fatigue, hunger, and barren lands! 62 

This account suggests that deprivation era began with the independence of Lebanon in 1943.63 

He developed his views after the Second World War, when epidemics devastated south 

Lebanon.64 A year later, a drought settled upon the region, adding more difficulties to the life of 

the poor villagers, whose areas lacked functional irrigation systems.65  

Up until the 1960s, furthermore, most Shī‘a lived in the rural peripheries,66 relying on a 

volatile tobacco economy, subject to state regulations on imports and corporations’ monopolistic 
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policies. As thriving Shī‘ī small peasantry began to increasingly rely on tobacco production, 

Lebanon shifted towards tertiary sectors (service industry) between the 1940s and late 1960s, 

replacing local agricultural production by imports.67 

This situation was exacerbated b normalized corruption that was widespread among 

feudalist leaders and their henchmen. By the late 1940s, six feudal families, owned more than 85 

percent of the land and controlled the life and rights of the community. These families played 

major role in limiting the prospect of formation of a middle peasantry.68 The Shī‘ī feudal leaders 

(zu’amā’) and notables (wujahā’) did not attempt to fulfill the basic needs of the community, 

such as school education.69 As Mughniyya describes the inter-Shī‘ī elite relations, their futile 

quarrels were irreparable.70 To ascertain the loyalty of their followers, the Shī‘ī zu’amā, incited 

constant discord among peasants, setting them against their fellow poor villagers.71 As these 

feudal leaders rarely provided useful services for the community, they relied on their close 
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henchmen whom they used to subdue and manipulate the peasants. The mediocre few services or 

grants, like the distribution of tobacco licenses or land to grow crops, which the zu’amā provided 

to the people came during electoral campaigns and were likely to recede after the end of every 

electoral season.72 

Lack of interest of the Shī‘ī leadership in standing up to the challenges facing the 

community was made worse by the general weak Shī‘ī representation in the various branches of 

the government. The Shī‘a were underrepresented in the upper echelons of the government as 

well as lower administrative posts between the 1940s and 1960s.73 The relative absence of the 

Shī‘a from various echelons of the state administration translated into “taxation without 

representation”, into the lack of state urgency for an agenda for equitable human, social, and 

economic development involving the Shī‘ī people and regions. This absence would eventually be 

filled by resistance from outside the state in the following decades as the Shī‘ī movement came 

to life by the end of 1960s. 

Then, most promises of the independent state to promote education in the rural areas by 

building schools and training teachers did not materialize. Schools that the government opened 

during the 1940s did not have enough equipment and qualified educators. The mediocre situation 

of the education system practically led to lower enrollment and completion rates in primary and 
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intermediary schools; amongst those who completed primary education, only a handful attended 

secondary school or received degrees at the higher education levels.74 

Available writings in al-‘Irfān, from the preceding decade suggest that the roots of social 

problems that faced the Shī‘ī community in the peripheries ran deeper in modern history. For 

instance, using the nickname “Ibn al-Bādiya”, one author blames false religiosity and archaic 

traditions for the backwardness of the Shī‘a in Lebanon. He, moreover, regrets the opportunities 

that Jabal ‘Āmil wasted by rejecting the advancement of modernity and educational reformation 

that arrived with Western missionaries in Lebanon since mid-nineteenth century.75 Expressing 

dismay, He writes, “the whole world acts as one family unit,” whereas “we, in Jabal ‘Āmil,” 

barely thrive in self-imposed cultural and social “isolation, deflecting our eyes from all what 

could lead us to arrangements of good livings.” Openly criticizing false religiosity, he suggests 

that the Shī‘a’s “separation from modernity” comes from archaic beliefs that reject the perishable 

temporal to protect the lasting spiritual. As a result,  

This barren [heartland of] Lebanon was able to cope with nature through science and became a 

fertile soil…whereas Jabal ‘Āmil, which has a soil that is rich in everything, and to which nature 

granted unlimited riches, became —through ignorance—barren and arid. Two brotherly 

territories…became antipodes [culturally and economically], [whereas] the rich turned poor and 

the poor turned rich.76  

Ibn al-Bādiya’s view leaves no margin for doubt: he proposes that archaic beliefs 

attributed to religion were the major source of the problem that stopped the advent of 
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modernization processes in the Shī‘ī community. Traditional beliefs, Ibn al-Bādiya argues, 

constitute the major reason behind the social malaises that inflicted the life of the Shī‘a, who 

were primus inter pares in terms of “immunity, sense of honor, pride, and glory…” That was 

before losing an opportunity of modernization that others in Lebanon embraced.77 In this 

hesitantly modernist instance, however, there is no quest for returning to authentic religious 

roots, but rather a reluctant call for a break with archaic beliefs associated with false traditions. 

Both Mughniyya, (writing in 1947) and Ibn al-Bādiya (writing in 1939) criticized the social 

unconsciousness of the Shī‘a who followed their leaders blindly during election times chanting 

for them, hoping that those leaders would bring common good (ṣalāḥ), which eventually never 

came.78 

To be sure, the idea that the Shī‘a were strong and then became weak lays at the center of 

this discourse –which twentieth century academics adopted.79 Blaming the Shī‘ī community for 

avoiding modernization, for religious reasons, as Ibn al-Bādiya suggests, could have legitimate 

grounds, but this logic implies that religiosity should have caused similar forms of  decline in 

other extremely religiously conservative communities. In fact, available evidence from the late 

nineteenth century shows that Ibn al-Bādiya’s views are symptomatic of emerging secularized 
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discourses that blamed religion for everything. The failing modernization of Shī‘ī Lebanon had 

little to do with the Shī‘a’s desire to protect their religious tradition, for even if they had desired, 

they could have failed. Politics, tribalism, Western colonial interests in empowering their 

Christian Maronite allies, and inherent Ottoman discrimination against the Shī‘ī sect were 

certainly major factors that stripped the Shī‘a of the possibility of socializing in flourishing 

modern spaces in Lebanon.80  

Furthermore, modernization of Lebanon in the nineteenth century partly came from 

Ottoman reforms and the Christian missionaries. This modernization process, however, benefited 

residents of Mount Lebanon and the provincial Beirut, where mostly Christians and Sunnis lived. 

When the Christian educational missions landed in Lebanon, they planned to target fellow 

Christians in order to convert them from Catholicism to Protestantism. The Catholic-Jesuit 

resistance also bore educational reforms and projects. Missionaries modernized in order to 

proselytize, peaching their own religious modernity. Residents who happened to live in these 

centers, where the Christian competition erupted, including Christian minorities and Sunni 

Muslims naturally benefitted from the emerging field of education.  Hence, it is arguably more 

accurate to talk about what really happened in the nested context of the late Ottoman Empire, 

than to just reconstruct what went wrong in Jabal ‘Āmil during a period of sweeping changes. 
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Remarkably, the real causes that made Jabal ‘Āmil evade the tide of modern change falls out of 

the Shī‘ī discourses around the middle of the century. 

Irrespective of their historical accuracy, the importance of the discontented writings about 

the Shī‘a’s alienation in Lebanon stems from the fact that many of their audience, including 

authors and readers of the elitist journal al-‘Irfān, particularly, formed the earliest generation of 

educators in the Shī‘ī community.81 To illustrate, many followers of al-‘Irfān (as well as their 

students) adopted variants of this ‘discourse of deprivation’ and disseminated their views in the 

community, mainly through educational roles in emerging schools or through Arab nationalist 

and Marxist movements between the 1950s and 1960s. While the new Shī‘ī intelligentsia blamed 

deprivation on feudalist selfishness and on state sectarianism, they still view religion as source of 

backwardness. In short, sectarianism, feudalism, religious backwardness formed the background 

against which Shī‘ī discourses of deprivation developed. Similar views would resemble Mūsā al-

Ṣadr’s discourses in the 1960s, with a major distinction that Mūsā al-Ṣadr viewed religion as an 

indispensable tool of social change. 

Mid-century expatriation, migrations, and emerging realities 

In 1948, the loss of Palestine proved to be catastrophic not only for the Palestinians, but 

also for the Lebanese Shī‘a. It caused a social and economic rupture as it dramatically changed 

the condition of economic prosperity and social security available for the Shī‘a through trade 

relationships with northern Palestine. Consequently, waves of Southerners and Palestinians 
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fleeing or leaving their homes landed in Beirut and around the suburbs of major cities. With 

migrations and new forms of socialization, the Shī‘a acquired new grievances and new 

consciousness.  

 Poverty stifled the cultural and social life in the Shī‘ī areas and drove many youth into 

expatriation. Throughout the mandate period (1920-1943), many Shī‘ī youth chose the path of 

migration to the Americas and West Africa. Stories of success from Shī‘ī youth who migrated to 

Africa and the Americas and those who moved to Beirut often triggered the imagination of a 

better life in the minds of the aspiring and alienated amongst the youth.82 Shī‘ī expatriate 

communities flourished and, soon, generated an inflow of funds back into Shī‘ī (south) Lebanon.  

Contributions and endowments of Shī‘ī expats played major role in the scholarly attempts 

to invigorate the cultural life and education in the community. For instance, during the tenth 

anniversary of al-Jam‘iyya al-‘Āmiliyya, the first modern Shī‘ī school,  the founding president 

Rashīd Baydūn expressed gratitude for Shī‘ī expats who made sizable contributions for the cause 

of spreading education.83 Before 1948, furthermore, this influx of financial resources funded a 

short-lived revival of economic activity in small urban centers in southern Shī‘ī towns, like Bint 

Jubayl.  Merchants moved freely between south Lebanon and Palestinian coastal cities like Haifa 
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and Acre. Following the closure of borders in 1948, however, trade networks collapsed, and the 

momentary prosperity ended.84  

This short period of educational activity and economic prosperity had relied on funds 

coming from new Shī‘ī elite and expats. The fact that funds were crucial in promoting education 

projects and in invigorating the commercial life despite odd confirms, once again, that the failed 

modernization of Jabal ‘Āmil was a result of state marginalization that left the peripheries 

floundering in social and economic poverty. 

Migrations in the first half of the century were responses to deprivation during the 

mandate era. By after 1948, the closure of Palestine worsened the conditions that Mughniyya and 

al-‘Irfān authors bemoaned. Faced with miserable realities in their isolated rural 

conglomerations, many aspiring Shī‘a elected to leave intensifying the internal and external 

migration. Peasants headed to several locations depending on available opportunities.  

Furthermore, the escalating violence on the southern borders of Lebanon forced a first 

major population displacement towards Beirut. As Israel clearly consolidated its takeover of 

Palestine, Lebanese Southerner’s fears from an Israeli expansionist project up north grew 

stronger.85 Southern Shī‘ī areas had effectively become launching grounds for faint Arab 

resistance units during the events of 1948. Although the resistance was symbolic in effect, Israeli 

militias encroached into the Lebanese lands where fights took place. Israeli militant bandits 
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occupied villages and chased villagers out of their towns.86 Most of the occupied villages did not 

return to Lebanese sovereignty until the signing of armistice agreement between Lebanon and 

Israel in 1949. In effect, the crisis on the southern Lebanese borders sent thousands of refugees to 

the suburbs of Beirut that replaced Palestinian coastal cities as a destination for thousands of 

Shī‘ī families.  

The catastrophe of Palestine’s loss apparently served Lebanon’s evolving economy. The 

Lebanese capital soon benefited from the Arab boycott of Israel. As regional demands arose, 

Beirut filled the gap left by the loss of Palestine, and added a modern airport and a vital port to 

its modern structures.87 Beirut emerged as a major hub between the Arab Middle East and 

Western countries, fueling a Lebanese nationalist narrative about Lebanon as a meeting point of 

cultures and climates. 

In this evolving Lebanon, the migrant Shī‘a were foreigners in their homeland. The 

newcomers to modernized Beirut strove in low-paid jobs as cobblers and shoeblacks on the 

streets of the capital or as porters on the docks of ports, train stations, and airports, whereas the 

capital was bustling in cultural and economic prosperity.88 Shī‘ī newcomers to Beirut, initially 

resided in towns such as Zuqāq al-Balāṭ, a neighborhood located in the heart of Beirut, where 

they worked. As reports suggest, the migrants in the poor residential areas lived under miserable 
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conditions. In many cases, two families had to share a small studio apartment unit with only “a 

piece of cloth [curtain] that separates them.” In outcome, the influx of poor migrants to the 

luxurious neighborhoods magnified the cultural and social discrepancies in the glorified capital 

of the nation.89 

Wretchedness, expatriation, and the Palestinian calamity converged in the Shī‘ī 

consciousness intellectually and in the Shī‘ī spaces physically. Not only did the Shī‘a lose their 

economic relations with Palestine, but also they had to flee their homes and lands, particularly in 

the southern extremities. In Beirut, the migrant workers, the strangers of Lebanon, began to work 

and socialize in a place that many began to depict boastfully as a “unique of its kind” on earth. 

The poor otherized and dehumanized 

As migrations from the peripheries to Beirut and its environs increased, nationalist 

discourses and original residents of the city could not totally ignore the spread of poverty in the 

urban surroundings and spaces. One representative account about Lebanese nationalist prejudices 

and discrimination is Michel Chiha’s construction of a Lebanese ideology.  

Aware of the social disparities in the country, Michel Chiha, one of most prominent 

proponents and major architects of the Lebanese ideology and nationalism, addressed the 
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problem of poverty from an “ethical point of view.”90 As a pillar of the Lebanese oligarchy, his 

views about Lebanese history, geography, and ethics became part of an official public narrative 

in the “homeland of stars”, and effectively informed the image about Lebanon in the official 

historical narratives.91 He depicted Lebanon as a “Switzerland of East” and a “meeting point 

between East and West.” 92 To be sure, his nationalist narrative offered the blueprint of Lebanese 

supremacist and segregationist mentality.   

His views about the rural peasants, particularly the Shī‘a, however, reveal that the 

Lebanese ruling oligarchy to which he belonged failed to anticipate the stress that the annexation 

of the peripheries (including Jabal ‘Āmil and Ba‘lbeck) would later exert on their Lebanese 

nationalist image and economy. These locations had been included in the state of Greater 

Lebanon, as much needed agricultural plains. However, the need for these agricultural plains 

diminished with the gradual shift of Lebanon from an economy that relies on agricultural 

production to one that depends on returns from tourism, banking sector, and trade. Thus, in one 

expressive account, Chiha tackled the issue of “the poor” who became visible in the streets and 
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shops of Beirut in 1940.93 The outlook of those lowly workers who wandered the streets of the 

capital wearing ragged cloths and dirty outfits did not cope well with Chiha’s developing portrait 

of Lebanon as “unique place in East.” He saw in them an aberration to his nationalist narrative 

about Lebanon the beautiful, or “Switzerland of the East.”94 In order to absolve his class from 

blame for the existence of disparities in the Lebanese society, Chiha laid the blame on the ethics 

of those “wretched” thousands (meaning the peasants of the peripheries). In his view, they “left 

their lands, which had limited resources in order to join small industries; [but] they became 

satisfied with whatever [little] these industries gave them relative to their previous poverty.”95  

Chiha, therefore, differentiated among the peasants. Those of Mount Lebanon were 

aspiring cosmopolitan merchants, who migrated to the West and navigated across continents 

before they came back with wealth and experience that made Lebanon a unique place for East to 

meet West. To the contrary, those wretched and less ambitious new citizens of the peripheries 

accepted their lowly fate as the downtrodden of Lebanon.96 In Chiha’s mind, these lowly 

peasants lacked the “Lebanese ethics.”97 
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Views about the poor spreading in Beirut and appearing in its spaces were not restricted 

to intellectual circles and mediums. Even the original inhabitants of the urban towns revealed 

their discontent from the influx of poor workers. Recollections of Shī‘a who mingled with other 

sects, particularly in Beirut, before the civil war in 1975, suggest the spread of derogatory terms, 

such as “abū dhanab” (the one with tail –characterizing animals), were used to depict the Shī‘ī 

workers (carrying goods like mules).98 While these accounts could be figments of imagination, 

part of an accumulating folk literature, they signaled a later formation of a Shī‘ī collective 

memory, one that is rife with narratives and experiences about alienation and inferiority in 

Lebanon. 

Covenant for the rich 

While Lebanese nationalism burgeoned during the mandate era, it grew stronger after 

independence. The sectarian fundamentals of this nationalism initially failed to attract a wider 

non-Christian audience. The calls for unity with Syria that Muslim leaders raised during the 

1920s and 1930s, however, became less tenable among Muslims as negotiations between 1936 

and 1943 gave Muslims more rights in the French-backed Christian state. Meetings between 

Sunni Muslims and Christians generated the infamous Nationalist Covenant (mīthāq waṭanī) of 

1943, which created a power sharing agreement between various Lebanese confessions. It 

allocated the presidency to the Christian Maronite, the premiership to the Sunna, and the 

speakership of the house to the Shī‘a. In this “consociational state” setup, the Shī‘a were to 
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receive more ceremonial than executive positions.99 Through the 1940s and 1950s, the Shī‘a held 

only a small share of the overall influential and important positions in the government. Ever 

since 1943, the Shī‘a of Lebanon struggled to reflect their numerical weight in the state 

administration and civil service sectors of the country.100 While the Shī‘a showed no sign of 

active resistance (until 1958), this outcome of marginalization through the Covenant arrangement 

and other constitutional corollaries (customary laws) had certainly contributed to the formation 

of the twentieth-century Shī‘ī discourse about deprivation. 

Decline of the Religious Field in Shī‘ī Lebanon 

In conjunction with social alienation, economic deprivation, and political 

underrepresentation, the Shī‘ī community of Lebanon witnessed a regression in the religious life. 

Despite instances of religious activity and intellectual output in the religious field, Shī‘ī Lebanon 

saw a period during which old religious schools closed their doors, promising scholars migrated 

with their families to Najaf, students of religion  and sons of clerical families abandoned not just 

their religious dresses, but also their religious beliefs. 

From spiritual to temporal education 

Following a gradual closure of most local religious schools in Lebanon around the turn of 

the twentieth century, Lebanon witnessed a continuous decrease in the number of well-trained 
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clerics in the villages and peripheral towns. 101 In his seminal biographical work, the Shī‘ī cleric 

Muḥsin al-Amīn reports that the religious education system in Shī‘ī Lebanon of the late 

nineteenth century deteriorated to the extent that death of a leading scholar consequently led to 

the disintegration of his school and dispersion of his students.102 Due to the lack of a competent 

successor to continue the process of education in a school, a permanent breakdown of the 

founder’s school usually took place at the time.103 The consequences for the community and 

students were often murky. Despite exceptional efforts of senior religious scholars who returned 

to Lebanon from Iraq to invigorate the religious life, the education field naturally shifted towards 

Western approaches and models. In the absence of financial aid and contributions from the 

grassroots, new comers from Iraq had to choose between collaboration with local feudal leaders 

(zu‘amā) or withdrawal to the privacy of their rooms and circles, abandoning their supposed 

mission of “calling” for Islam, “promoting good and fighting corruption.”104 

Quality and quantity of religious preachers 

While the lay Shī‘a maintained their affinity to traditions and religion, specifically in the 

villages, absence of qualified religious guidance permitted loose consideration of social-tribal 
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norms as religious teachings. Substituting for a decreasing number of available clerics, pious 

(unlicensed, or untrained) men who did not necessarily receive their certifications from religious 

academies were the ones who often led prayers in mosques. In many cases, those acting-clerics 

offered their interpretation of the Qur’ān and ḥadīths despite their limited understanding of the 

intricacies of the Arabic language and grammar that are essential for deriving and extracting 

rulings and injunctions from the massive corpus of religious texts.105 In effect, propagation of 

religious teachings naturally gave way to existing social norms (dealing with dress code and 

handling social problems, like divorce disputes) and traditional religious practices based on 

flawed readings of the religious texts.106 To illustrate, the Shī‘ī religious dress code in the 1940s 

through the 1970s was not unified as it became after the emergence of social movements which 

displayed unity of discourses and practices; the dress code was not too flagrant, from an Islamic 

point of view. Still women in certain villages did not cover their hair or wear a proper veil in 

compliance with strict Islamic codes.  

Polemical claims that the Shī‘a were more open and liberal before the 1980s are mostly 

figments of imagination. Most of these claims that circulated in the 2000s and 2010s often 

                                                 

105
 Having said so, several villages had important clerics who contributed to the religious life properly as in the case 

of the villages of Shuḥūr, Shaqrā’, Bint Jbayl, and ‘Aynāta. A good example is the  village of Shuḥūr from which 

Sharaf al-Dīn hailed, see Khalīl Arzūnī, Tārīkh Shuḥūr al-ijtimā‘ī (1900-2000) [Social history of Shuḥūr] (Beirut: 

al-Dār al-Insāniyya, 2001). 

106
 In an interview with Shaykh Muḥsin ‘Atwī , the head of iftā’ at the office in the legal of office of the marja‘ 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh, he states that men who were not trained in schools were teaching and advising 

people about matters of religion, often offering inauthentic views. In his illustration, ‘Atwī referred to a case in his 

village, Burj Qalawāy (Interview 31 December 2010); several books about the villages of south Lebanon provide a 

glimpse of various practices before the rise of the Shī‘ī Islamic movement and spread of new religious 

consciousness since the 1970s; for one instance, see: Arzūnī, Tārīkh Shuḥūr al-ijtimā‘ī (1900-2000); Muḥammad 

Ayyūb Shuḥaymī, Dibbīn (Lebanon: Dār al-Ḥadātha li al-Ṭibā‘a wa al-Nashr, 1994); ‘Abd al-Riḍā Nūr al-Dīn, 

Jwayya bayn al-māḍī wa al-ḥāḍir (Beirut: Dār al-Taḍāmun 1999). 



 

56 

 

emerged in discourses that seek to explain that Hizbullah and Islamic factions of Amal were 

responsible for destroying the cultural fabric of the Lebanese Shī‘a. Therefore, a fact remains 

that piety mixed with simplicity of the villagers activism on religious or other basis before the 

1960s barely existed before the successive emergence of nationalist, communist, and Islamist 

projects in Lebanon. 

Connections between political quietism and religious traditionalism 

Modern and early modern Shī‘ī history, to be sure, offers cases of intellectual reforms 

and rebellious activity in Shī‘ī Lebanon. Form Muḥsin al-Amīn’s encounters with internal Shī‘ī 

conservatives on issues of reforming practices to Ṣādiq Ḥamza’s and Adham Khanjar’s groups of 

bandits who operated against the French military occupation, the Shī‘a were far from utter 

quietism, submission and religious dissimulation.107 The development of religious reformist 

tendencies and the appearance of of banditry around the same period, no doubt, were results of a 

context of political and intellectual chaos following the First World War. However, was there 

any connection between religious reformist attempts and rebellious tendencies? 

Just after the end of the First World War, social bandits, led by Khanjar and Ḥamza, 

fought wars of tribal honor and nationalist pride, winning few major battles and losing decisive 

others. 108 Pressing reasons, however, like military defeat, formation of the state of Greater 
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Lebanon, and internal feudal competitions terminated the mutiny and forced the Shī‘a into a 

period of quietism that lasted for half a century. Thus, the Shī‘ī opposition to the French 

Mandate’s project reaped undesirable outcome and ended a decade of Shī‘ī struggle with greater 

subjugation to the French Mandate and its Lebanese cronies. Despite assumptions that historians 

(and moviemakers) establish, linking the bandit’s rebellion to Shī‘ī religious scholars, like ‘Abd 

al-Ḥusayn Sharaf al-Dīn, there is no evidence that the Shī‘ī militant activity against French 

mandate after Sykes – Picot agreement received any visible religious motivation. Although 

coordination and forms of negotiations with and through scholars possibly existed, no references 

suggest that Shī‘ī revolutionary narrative of Ḥusayn martyrdom or the Mahdī doctrine, similar to 

what would appear in the 1970s and 1980s in Lebanon, had inspired militancy and activism in 

the 1910s and 1920s. More than any form of religious inspiration, emerging modern forms of 

‘Āmili ‘aṣabiyya or nationalism had inspired the rebellious activities.  The connection between 

political activism and religious affiliation was marginal to the rise ‘Āmili nationalism. 

Quietist discourses and lack of collective solidarity 

During the first half of the century, grief-laden tales about the death of Ḥusayn still 

invoked weeping and lamentation that the pious performed seeking individual redemption from 

guilt rather than inducing collective political energy and social solidarity. With the decline of 

                                                                                                                                                             

The arrest irritated al-Aṭrash who felt humiliated for he considered the capture of his guest a breach of the Druze 

norms that provide refuge for those who seek it. Sulṭan’s face-off with the French eventually developed into a 

rebellion in the Syrian Druze areas. Stories that attempt to describe the virtues of Sulṭān Pasha and the Druze often 

mention the name of Khanjar. For a critical account on the rebellious activities in Jabal ‘Āmil, see Waḍḍāḥ Sharāra, 

al-’Umma al-qaliqa: al-‘Āmiliyyūn wa-al-‘aṣabiyya al-‘Āmiliyya ‘alā ‘atabat al-dawla al-Lubnāniyya [The anxious 
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Ḥarakāt al-niḍāl fī Jabal ʻĀmil; Fayyād, Ṣafaḥāt.  For a less critical Shī‘ī narrative on Adham Khanjar considering 

him as hero from Jabal ‘Āmil, see Jihād  Bannūt, "Adham Khanjar: thā’ir min Jabal ‘Āmil," al-‘Irfān 70, no. 5 (May 
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religious activity, the dominant mode of celebrating ‘Āshūrā’ by simply reading ta‘ziya (a 

Ḥusayn mourning-ritual tradition) and invoking the mention of the family of the Prophet (ahl al-

bayt) perfectly fit with the prevalent mood of social resignation from political activism. Despite 

the grief-laden mood in the commemoration events, for most of the period before the 1970s, 

Shī‘ī writings about the martyrdom of Ḥusayn did feature revolutionary elements or socially 

motivated considerations.  

While the Shī‘ī mood was engrossed in redemption and lamentation during ‘Āshurā’, 

fewer articles, mostly appearing in al-‘Irfān, approached the “rising of Ḥusayn” through a 

contemporaneous social lens, calling for taking Ḥusayn as an ideal. During 1930s, similar 

articles focused on Ḥusayn’s mythical heroism in defying death. Articles stressed how Ḥusayn 

had gone to the battle knowing his looming death, but he continued his journey to protect the 

truth by uncovering the true face of the Umayyad dynasty.109 The 1930s discussion on the 

martyrdom event, in fact, appeared in a context of Shī‘ī – Sunni polemics that specifically raged 

in the 1910s through the 1930s. In response to Sunni scholars accusing the Shī‘a of extremism, 

superstition, fabrication, and practicing excessiveness, several apologetic and polemical articles 

appeared on the pages of al-‘Irfān.110 Writers attempted to prove the authenticity of the Shī‘ī 

view about Ḥusayn and to reveal that grand Shī‘ī scholars, such as Muḥsin al-Amīn and Kāshif 

al-Ghiṭā’, rejected superstition and exaggerations associated with Shī‘ī narratives about 
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 For example, see Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya, "Sayyidat al-Ṭaf," al-‘Irfān 9, no. 28 (January 1939); Ḥasan 
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‘Āshūrā’.111 In an article in al-‘Irfān in 1940, a main news items reported how Sunni Muslims in 

Beirut began to participate in ‘Āshūrā’ commemoration sessions under harmonious mood of 

Muslim solidarity. As much as this last report aimed to cherish an aspect of unity among Muslim 

neighbors in a diverse sectarian context of Beirut, it revealed how deep sectarian identification 

became rooted during the period.112 

The battle for Palestine in the late 1940s brought new concerns for the Arab intellectuals 

from various sects, religions, and ideological walks. For Shī‘ī writers of al-‘Irfān, the violent 

emergence of Israel and the influx of refugees to Lebanon created literary associations between 

the suffering of the Palestinian people and the anguish in Ḥusayn’s camp during the ten days of 

‘Ashūrā’. One author reports that Muslim youth are commemorating Ḥusayn’s martyrdom as a 

symbol for active pursuit of constructing the ideal “Islamic edifice.” Ḥusayn in these narratives 

began to emerge as a symbol for “red revolution.”113 Despite reinterpretations of the narrative 

and emerging symbolism, the frequency of articles on the subject remained insignificant. 

Besides, most authors who spoke of the revolutionary Ḥusayn were either contributing to al-

‘Irfān from the more vibrant Iraqi milieu, where Communism had infiltrated the Shī‘ī 

consciousness, ‘contaminating’ the Shī‘ī narrative with revolutionary Marxist ideas about social 

justice and equality. The renewed narrative of martyrdom, in most cases, moreover, remained 
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restricted to the ivory towers of Shī‘ī publications, mostly available to a few literate elites, 

particularly in the absence of a mass circulation vehicle of social movements. It is only by the 

late 1950s that the likes of Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya, who had become aware of the new 

activist religious discourses in Iraq, had begun to talk more openly about the revolutionary 

symbolism of Imam Ḥusayn overriding his 1940s less enthusiastic discourse. Reconstructing the 

passion of Ḥusayn in a different tone, he writes: 

 Ḥusayn for his followers and those who know about his objectives is not just a name of a person, 

but also symbol with deep significance; [he is] a symbol for heroism, humanity, and hope; [he is] 

a title for Sharī‘a and religion; [he is a symbol] for redemption and sacrifice for the sake of truth 

and justice…114 

Similar views (written in the late 1950s) about Ḥusayn’s uprising would become the 

standard in Shī‘ī revolutionary discourses of scholars like Sharī‘atī, Muṭahharī, Shams al-Dīn, 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Mūsā al-Ṣadr, in the following decades. 

Furthermore, on the rituals level, the Shī‘a remained compliant with passivism and 

scholarly traditionalism. During the ten days of ‘Āshūrā’, the people mostly dressed in black, 

avoided festive moods. Many indulged in apparent sadness in shows of self-injurious beating 

(nadb and laṭm) and excessive weeping (particularly in Nabaṭiyya city), that scholars like 

Muḥsin al-Amīn denounced early in the 1920s.115 Others refrained from similar controversial 

practices, but they still wept silently (or loudly) for Ḥusayn’s suffering, basing the performance 

of weeping on dominant Shī‘ī narratives in support of lamentation, while reading a moderate 
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maqtal narrative and performing less excessive lamentation rituals.116 Although the 

differentiation in various locales had crystalized after internal Shī‘ī debates in the 1920s on how 

to perform the tradition in an authentic religious way, processions voicing collective demands, 

circulating political discourses, and showing social solidarity did not feature during the period. 

Doctrinal passivism and the awaiting the savior 

During the period, another major religious aspect of Shī‘a’s identity, a doctrinal one, 

awaiting the return of the hidden Imām, resembled ‘premillennial’ passivism rather 

postmillennial activism. By postponing revolution against tyranny until the arrival of the awaited 

savior, al-qā’im, the Shī‘a practically relegated Ḥusayn’s assumed goals of emancipation and 

regaining the usurped rights of the family of the Prophet to his successor, the hidden awaited 

Mahdī (al-Mahdī al-muntaẓar). This Imam, the seal of the line of Imamate (imāma), is 

supposedly the twelfth in a line of Imams from ‘Alī’s progeny from his marriage to Fāṭima 

(whose title is al-zahrā’), the daughter of the Prophet. According to the Imamite Twelver Shī‘a 

(Imāmiyya or al-Shī‘a al-ithnā ‘ashariyya), the Mahdī went into occultation for security and 

objective reasons, but he would return at the end of time “to fill earth with justice, after it was 
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filled with oppression and injustices.”117 Thus, the Shī‘a would await the return of the savior 

passively without committing action to overcome oppression and injustices.118 With the 

passivism mode of Shī‘ism, the contemporary oppressor was not identified and the enemy was 

not characterized. Thus, the title “Yazīd of the era” that Islamic activists of the late twentieth 

century Shī‘a bestowed upon the Shāh of Iran, Israeli occupation, or Saddām Ḥusayn of Iraq did 

not feature in Shīī‘ī writing as a standard before the 1950s. 

The scholar and the community 

For centuries, the religious academies of south Lebanon produced grand clerical 

authorities and mujtahids, who provided guidance for the people. Historians often attribute to 

scholars of Jabal ‘Āmil a pioneering role in the conversion of Iran to Shī‘ism and the enriching 

of the legal and jurisprudential traditions during the Safavid era.119 Indicating that Jabal ‘Āmil 

was a major center of learning where many qualified scholars once resided, the prominent Shī‘ī 

scholar Muḥsin al-‘Amīn writes, “seventy mujtahids gathered in one funeral in Jabal ‘Āmil” to 
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pay tribute to a deceased figure, “during the era of al-Shahīd al-Thānī [d. 1558/966 AH];” that is, 

during the sixteenth century.120 According to al-Amīn, there were times when Jabal ‘Āmil 

became a destination for students of religion from Iran and Iraq.121 Despite common knowledge 

that pre-modern and modern Shī‘ism adopted apolitical programs, scholars historically paid 

heavy price for their positions against tyranny or for the sake of protecting their creed. This is 

most salient in the Aḥmad al-Jazzar’s persecution of the scholars of Jabal ‘Amil leading to the 

slaughter and displacement of the prominent al-Ṣadr family to Iran and Iraq.122 Thus, for 

centuries, the Shī‘ī religious field in south Lebanon offered great intellectual minds. 

Nevertheless, by the arrival of the 1950s, none of the existing clerics in the community, ranked 

among the most learned of the Shī‘a worldwide. After the death of Ḥusayn Sharaf al-Dīn (d. 

1957), following the passing of Muḥsin al-Amīn (d. 1952), a major gap in the Shī‘ī leadership 
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had occurred, initiating a search process that finally introduced Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s and his 

generation to the Lebanese context in the 1960s.123 

Before 1960, even in the presence of Sharaf al-Dīn’s exceptional case as a reformer and 

senior religious figure, no clerical activity contributed to empowering the Shī‘ī citizens of 

Lebanon. Several factors explain this situation. First, clerics lacked financial resources, which 

they often received as religious taxes from their (increasingly impoverished) followers. Second, 

the Shī‘a of Lebanon acquired a weak social identity and personality through the middle period, 

following the failure of the early twentieth century ‘Āmili identity project which burgeoned in on 

the page of al-‘Irfān authors, who imagined a ‘Āmili community with deep roots in history. 

Herein, I refer to the construction of an association between ‘Āmil as a geographical unit and the 

construction of a narrative about a distinct ‘Āmili nationalism. Most importantly, there was an 

absence of activist experience within the clerical field, which was dwindling, despite glimpses of 

resistance on the intellectual level. For instance, Shaykh Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya 

repeatedly expressed apprehension of the prevailing situation in Shī‘ī Lebanon through a 

plethora of articles that appeared in several books and on the pages of the infamous and elitist al-

‘Irfān journal. Despite his observations, Mughniyya did not offer a clear social reform project, 

except for his short-lived reform attempts at the Shī‘ī legal court. Exceptional amongst his 

generation in Lebanon, Mughniyya focused on his scholarly production, generating a highly 

recognizable set of writings on history, jurisprudence, and legal theory between the 1950s and 

                                                 

123
 Before Sharaf al-Dīn, Muḥsin al-Amīn died in 1952. He had spent most of his career travelling between 

Lebanon and Syria, leaving much of the activist terrain to his peer ‘Abd al-Ḥusayn Sharaf al-Dīn who had more 

lasting social influence through his institutions and networks in south Lebanon, particularly in the city of Tyre. 



 

65 

 

1970s. By the time he retired from the public scene, he had only proven himself as a potent 

reformist jurist and historian without providing any lasting social contributions.124 His case 

represents a shiny aspect of the clerical community, but he belonged to a rare courageous few 

who attempted reforms within the constraints of the existing religious field rather than attempt a 

project of change on the social and political level, despite voicing his socio-political discontent 

on journals. His major political confrontation was in the Ja‘fari court with the Shī‘ī feudal leader 

Kāẓim al-Khalīl, leading to Mughniyya’s eventual exit from the position. Without political 

affiliation or social movement backing, the legacy of Mughniyya remained within the boundaries 

of the clerical community. 

The perils and outcomes of institutionalization of religion 

A major twentieth-century development was inclusion of Shī‘a in the apparatus of a 

modern state followed by the institutionalization of Shī‘ī legal practices. Institutionalization took 

several forms that included representation in the parliament and, most importantly, the creation 

of a Shī‘ī religious court (independent from the Sunni one). The introduction of the court not 

only altered the nature of relationships between the laity and the clerics but also it transformed 

the relationship between both clerics and laity with the centers of political power. Furthermore, it 

opened new spaces of interaction between the sect and the state and, consequently, new areas of 

intellectual discussions for the Shī‘ī scholars. 
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As the Shī‘ī legal court came to life (in Lebanon in 1926), for example, the Shī‘a had to 

resort to their Ja‘fari court to resolve their problems, particularly in areas of personal status law, 

including intricate divorce issues, land disputes, and inheritance.125 Many traditional ways of 

resolving problems at the village level, through family connections, gave way to the more 

authoritative form of the state-enforced religious law of the court. Despite this form of state 

recognition, religious judiciary became nested within the state structure and, therefore, under its 

influence.  

The state’s encroachment on the day-to-day transactions of the citizens, no doubt, limited 

the role of Shī‘ī clerics in their communities. The institutionalization of sects in Lebanon, 

moreover, forced members of the Shī‘ī community into the fold of modern state structures. 

While many clerics detested change, others naturally seized the available opportunity and sought 

employment in religious courts in order to escape poverty. Their decisions, however, did not 

always emerge from theoretical-religious justifications to serve the community, but rather it 

emerged from realistic calculations. The Shī‘ī community to which the clerics catered was 

mostly poor, and, thus, contributions to clerics coming from the community in the forms of 

khums (a form of religious tax) were scant and insufficient to cover the necessary costs of living. 

Despite their pursuit for equality, early inclusion in the state apparatus resulted in Shī‘ī scholars 

receiving lower salaries than their Sunni peers.126 Under financial duress, clerics often fell under 

the influence of dominant political elites. Affiliation with the state apparently was one way to 
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overcome poverty, but it came with the price of losing political and intellectual freedom, a 

requirement for those who usually trigger social and political change. While few clerics 

attempted to resist the influence of the political class, they often fell in a state of alienation. 

A description of the interactions and experience of  the cleric Muḥammad Jawād 

Mughniyya is most telling about this complication associated with the awkward symbiosis, or 

lack thereof, between the Shī‘ī religious and political elites. One area for the symbiosis 

developed within the overlapping spaces between the religious and political fields, through the 

institution of the religious court. Thus the modern religious court emerged as a space, where the 

religious and political interacted, producing an ‘overlapping space’ where relations relied on the 

rules of two competing, and often contradicting, fields of power.127 To illustrate, I refer to 

Mughniyya’s tenure as a head of the Ja‘farī court.  Between 1948 and 1956, he reformed the 

internal structure of the court, issued a central legal code to systemize decision making 

processes, and regulated the appointment of employees and judges.128 His strict adherence to the 

system that he put in service eventually led to his collision with Shī‘ī political elites, specifically 

with the influential politicians.129 Unsurprisingly, mounting political pressures forced the cleric 

to retire early in his career, as I mentioned above. To be sure, Mughniyya’s poverty, departure 
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from the village to the city, tenure at the court, plight with politicians, and fall from favor in his 

career as a supreme judge in the court, summarizes several aspects of how institutionalization of 

religious sectarianism affected the Shī‘ī religious field. 

The formalization that came with the court practices opened new areas of legal discussion 

and made Shī‘ī clerics feel an urge to justify their legal opinions more openly and publicly. In the 

late 1950s, for instance, when Mughniyya was still presiding over court activities, he published 

an article in which he discussed the legal validity of artificial fertilization in medical practice. In 

this case, he prohibited the practice categorically. He derived his opinion from a strict set of Shī‘ī 

legal traditions, reflecting a conservative knowledge base and showing unwavering loyalty to his 

religious tradition in a time of regressing religiosity.130  

Since the outset around mid-1920s, the process of institutionalization represented a major 

challenge for both French Mandate authorities and Shī‘ī religious elites. Attempts of the French 

authorities to persuade Shī‘ī scholars to preside over the court functions had endured major 

failures during the court’s formation phase between 1924 and 1926. Most high-ranking Shī‘ī 

scholars apparently refused to lead or approve of the court, which they viewed as a direct 

involvement with an illegal and unjust Mandate-sponsored regime. Shī‘ī scholars refusal of the 

court highlighted an ideological problem of situating religious authorities in the field of power 

during the age of Occultation.131 This was not restricted to scholars in Lebanon. In 1920, the 

Najafi scholar, al-Shīrāzī had issued an extreme fatwā calling for the “excommunication of all 
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Muslims accepting posts in the administration and government.”132 Many Shī‘ī clerics complied; 

others issued similar (less punitive) legal opinions in the next two decades. In Lebanon, the 

clerics Ḥusayn Mughniyya, Muḥsin al-Amīn, and ‘Abd al-Ḥusayn Sharaf al-Dīn declined their 

nomination for the presidency of the court. The scorn they expressed towards the position did not 

lead them to issue a clear ban on pursuing it.133 Those who rejected the symbiosis between the 

religious and political elites through the court system often rejected any clerical appointment in 

other state positions as well. While scholars rejected the state’s regulation of religious practices, 

they feared clerics’ exposure to secular and material attractions as they occupied non-religious 

job. In posthumously published memoirs, the Iraqi scholar Muḥammad Riḍā al-Muẓaffar 

reflected on similar problems facing the seminaries. In his view, clerics who seek employment 

often show more interest in material than spiritual gain, and, in most cases, lose people’s respect 

and confidence in them. More alarming for al-Muẓaffar is the negative influence that they leave 

in the religious field as they set a precedent and encourage younger generations of clerics to 

pursue similar paths. Al-Muẓaffar regrets that not only more clerics shifted their attention from 

pure religious matters, but also others even abandoned their religious dress (and ideas) altogether 

under the influence of seeping materialism. The gloomy thoughts that al-Muẓaffar recorded 

reflect mounting difficulties for the religious scholar as their position in the social field began to 

decline among the people in the 1930s.134 State-based Institutionalization and employment, 
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certainly, benefited clerics who occupied state-sponsored or non-religious positions. 

Institutionalization of sects altered networks of relationships among the people, the clerics, and 

the state. In the view of clerics like al-Muẓaffar, it harmed commitment in general, and, 

subsequently, reduced financial contributions necessary for a healthy material and spiritual 

clerical life without dependence on the state. The case that al-Muẓaffar presented was not a 

categorical opposition to reform and institutionalization, but a rejection of state hegemony and 

uncalculated association with a non-religious state.135 Under political, economic, and social 

strain, Shī‘ī clerics like Mughniyya began to accept appointment in state employment.136 

The Communist menace 

A common denominator of the religious decline worldwide was the rise of the Marxist-

Communist threat. For the Shī‘ī clerics, more challenging than any internal decay and 

institutionalization processes was the increasing popularity of secular parties, specifically the 

Communist Party, even inside the enclaves of the hawza. The years between the 1930s and 

1950s saw several cases of Shī‘ī clerical students revolting against traditional religious norms 

and, eventually, abandoning their religious ideas altogether, as al-Muẓaffar indicated in his 

memoirs. To the dismay of many in the religious community, several aspiring young men, sons 

of respected scholars, and heirs of clerical traditional families, born to be clerics, eventually 

adopted secular worldviews and ideologies. Many former clerics found refuge in Communism, 

which promised what the apolitical archaic religious authorities could not provide: land reforms, 
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agricultural developments, intellectual freedom, fair wealth distribution, and social justice.137 In 

Lebanon, sons of Shī‘ī elites, including clerical families, joined the Lebanese Communist Party 

(LCP). The historians Rula Jurdi and Malek Abisaab note that Ja‘far al-Amīn, the son of the 

Shī‘ī grand jurist Muḥsin al-Amīn, was among the first communist agitators “against the state’s 

economic regulations, demanding new labor laws and improved work conditions…”138 The 

Communist ideas about empowering the lower classes attracted the impoverished and 

discontented Shī‘a. While the Lebanese context of injustices encouraged an association with 

socialist ideologies, the Iraqi seminaries were major sites of interaction between Marxism and 

anxious social and political minds of Lebanese students of religion. Najaf and Baghdad were not 

only centers of religious learning and teaching but also a constellation of spaces of knowledge 

and cultural reproduction and circulation. Students carrying diverse cultural experiences and 

speaking various languages shared their experiences as they acquired elite religious education. In 

Najaf, Shī‘ī Lebanese activists heard about Communism as much they learned about fiqh (or 

jurisprudence). Around the late 1940s, the Shī‘a formed the bulk of the Iraqi Communist Party 

(ICP), whose appeal of the communist current grew exponentially after 1948. 

Many clerical students from Iraq and Lebanon were among those embraced the appealing 

ideas of Communism. A stark example was that of Ḥusayn Mruwwa, whose father was a 

respected cleric in south Lebanon. Mruwwa travelled to Najaf seeking religious studies, only to 
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return to Lebanon and join the Lebanese Communist Party (LCP).139 In his Najafi days, 

Mruwwa developed interests in extracurricular readings, like poetry, violating the clerical ban 

against indulging in non-religious readings. His developing views that he apparently acquired 

alarmed his peers and endangered his position in the religious seminary. By 1948, his readings 

included, in addition to Marx’s Comunist Manifesto, writings by Arab secular intellectuals like 

Shiblī al-Shumayyil (on Darwinism).140 Mruwwa’s increased interest with literary production of 

the period, particularly the communist literature and scientific materialism, eventually made him 

question not only the strict laws of the ḥawza but also it religious curriculum and ideas.141 

Mruwwa returned to Lebanon where he became one of the main thinkers of the Communist 

Party.142 
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At the 1948 juncture, the state of Israel became a reality.143 The Arab defeat in 1948 

shocked the Arab leaders and people and, eventually, rejuvenated Arab nationalist calls for unity 

and solidarity. The Communist parties, here, particularly in the Middle East, faced an ethical 

obstacle, as the Soviet Union acknowledged the UN affirmation of the state of Israel in 1948. 

This development occurred as the ICP and LCP were gaining momentum. In Lebanon, several 

Communist intellectuals expressed opposition to the decision, leaving the organizational ranks of 

the LCP, which caved in to its Soviet-sponsor’s decision. Most of those, however, maintained the 

ideological connections to LCP as the case of Hāshim Muḥsin al-Amīn suggests.144 A major 

benefactor from LCP’s period of turbulence was the rising Arab Nationalist current, gaining 

momentum for the same exact reason of the loss of Palestine. 

The Arab Nationalist current 

Most certainly, late 1940s events changed the Arab political scene from Baghdad to 

Beirut and Cairo. During the period, the political order and social consciousness of the Arabs 

underwent major shifts. Shī‘ī intellectuals, with Arab unity orientations invited the Arab people, 

and mostly Shī‘ī audience, to rise up and fight for Palestine; many heeded the call.145 Partly in 
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response to the Arab-Israeli rising conflict, ‘Free Officers’ revolted in Egypt, paving the road for 

the arrival of the charismatic Jamāl ‘Abd al-Nāṣir to power in 1952.146 With the rise of ‘Abd al-

Nāṣir, a socialist form of Arab Nationalism erupted in the Arab world. The process of social and 

political change associated with the “tsunami” of ‘Abd al-Nāṣir broke through the borders of 

“Sykes – Picot.” A rising tide of Arab nationalism spread deep, threatening those political 

structures that emerged in the post-colonial period.  The Lebanese nationalists viewed Naṣirism 

as threat to the existence of Lebanon. Colliding visions regarding the identity of Lebanon 

plunged the state into a proxy Arab ‘cold war’, mimicking the competition between the Western 

and the Soviet camps.147 

Conclusion 

At the beginning of this chapter, I argued that the logic embedded in Arab and Muslim 

proponents of modernization and secularization theories fails to explain the causes of religious 

decline, economic deprivation, and social alienation in Shī‘ī Lebanon. In a context of 

deteriorating traditional old religious schools and waning religious practices, it becomes 

untenable to blame religion for the lack of modernization. Shī‘ī authors in al-‘Irfān hinted that 

religious mentality prevented the progression of modernization in the Shī‘ī locales, whereas 
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reality suggests that state policies, or rather the lack thereof, were behind the dire situation. In 

fact, findings indicate that Shī‘ī senior scholars and Shī‘ī elites attempted to establish schools, 

such as Bayḍūn’s al-‘Āmiliyya and Sharaf al-Dīn’s al-Ja‘fariyya, to promote a social renaissance 

in their communities. I concluded that lack of modern education and social development 

programs sponsored by the state contributed to both social and economic forms of deprivation 

and, in doing so, contributed to a decline in the resources necessary for the prosperity of religious 

life in Jabal ‘Āmil (south Lebanon). 

The results of the discussion on the Shī‘ī predicament around the middle of the century 

provide important clues about the nature of religious discourse and practices in Shī‘ī Lebanon. 

They allow us to understand the nature of religious changes that would accompany the formation 

of new Shī‘ī consciousness and transformation of core Shī‘ī narratives about martyrdom and 

salvation. The chapter offers two main observations. First, the Shī‘a of Lebanon developed a 

deprivation discourse during the period that followed the failure of the ‘Āmili nationalism 

project and the reluctant incorporation of the Shī‘a into the state of Lebanon. Second, glimpses 

of the ‘politics of demand’ movement (al-ḥaraka al-maṭlabiyya) that acquired full force with 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr in the 1960s had developed after the independence of Lebanon as evident in the 

writings of Shī‘ī intellectuals and scholars, such as Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya and authors of 

al-‘Irfān. Literary production and the nature of Shī‘ī clerical interactions with the political elites, 

indicate that politicization of Shī‘ism, deploying Shī‘ī narratives to mobilize the masses, did not 

materialize during this period. Core Shī‘ī narratives about the revolution of Ḥusayn underwent 

change, yet not enough to invoke revolutionary sentiments in the consciousness of the people. 

Similarly, the doctrine of the Occultation maintained a premillennial tendency in the Shī‘ī 
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writings, in the sense that the doctrine did not seem to promote calls for working towards 

speeding up the return of the savior who would presumably actualize divine-based social justice 

on earth. 

The chapter also reveals that, al-‘Irfān journal, despite its elitist audience, played major 

role in advancing the Shī‘a’s grievances in Lebanon. Many from the 1940s and 1950s generation 

of Shī‘ī literati, including authors of the journal, naturally developed predilection for incoming 

modern values. Thus, al-‘Irfān acted as an open forum, providing a louder voice for the 

community. The educated audience of the journal, furthermore, formed the core of the teachers’ 

cohort in the emerging schools during the 1960s and proved to be essential in forming and 

informing a generation of proponents of Arab nationalism and socialist ideologies, in the 

subsequent years.  

This Shī‘ī generation of activists, particularly from the small class of new literati, linked 

poverty and oppression not only to sectarian state discrimination between center and periphery 

but also to “ragged old religiosity” which, in  their view, engenders superstition, and 

backwardness (lack of modern-ness) and induces passiveness (say: “opium of the masses”). 

Accuracy of these emerging views notwithstanding, they seeped into secularist discourses that 

activists generated in order to mobilize the Shī‘a against deprivation since the 1950s. In effect, 

not only did the spread of Communism and Arab Nationalism deepen the plight of the traditional 

religious institutions and clerics, but also it fundamentally shook the epistemological foundations 

of the religious field and threatened the spiritual and material interests of the religious 

establishment. Against this background of secular mobilization, earliest generation of twentieth 

century Shī‘ī Islamic activists with their religious project came to life.  



 

77 

 

The decline and revival of religiosity, to be sure, were not part of a historical cycle. 

Religious renaissance in the 1950s that the next chapters discuss represented a break away from 

old-style religious life that declined due to social pressures and state discrimination. Culmination 

of similar processes, however, triggered a religious revival imbued with new religious 

consciousness. Both decline and revival, as such, were products of modernity, whose institutions, 

advancements, ideologies, and economic ramifications impinged on the old style religious 

consciousness. Consequently, modernity necessitated and paved the way from the development 

of new religious-political social protest and mobilization movements. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MODERNIZATION IN REVERSE: ROOTS OF POLITICIZATION OF CONTEMPORARY 

SHĪ‘ISM 

This chapter analyzes major aspects of the context and content of the transformation of 

Shī‘ism during the second half the twentieth century. Between the close of the 1940s and the 

1970s, Shī‘ī jurists and thinkers coming from religious community and seminaries instigated a 

vibrant intellectual activity and participated in political activism. This religious activity initially 

focused on reforming religious education, showing alertness to the threats of secularization and 

modern state policies that were oblivious to religious concerns. By the mid-1950s, however, the 

religious movement produced a determined opposition to secularization and its agents. Shī‘ī 

youth from civil society and the religious seminaries began to organize and affiliate with Islamic 

parties in attempt to counter the mounting appeal of secular Nationalisms and the Marxist Left, 

both of which they deemed as existential threats to Islam. Shī‘ī jurists, like Bāqir al-Ṣadr and 

Shams al-Dīn, produced writings that contributed to the raging intellectual debates and polemics. 

Historians describe the religious responses that sought to reform and adjust the position of Islam 

in society and life of the community using various terms, including renewal, renaissance, 

ideologization, revival, and politicization of Shī‘ism.148 Their use of different terminology 

notwithstanding, historical studies actually use these terms interchangeably in reference to the 
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similar processes conducted by the same generation of intellectuals They refer to the same 

activist projects that participated in transforming the meaning of being Shī‘a. By transformation, 

I refer to the reinterpretation and redefinition of core Shī‘ī doctrines and narratives, the 

development of new religious standards, the formation of new religious organizations, and the 

emergence of new religious consciousness. 

The chapter delineates the major features of this transformation delving into detailed 

analysis of the shift from grief laden readings of the Shī‘ī tradition and history to provocative and 

activists interpretation of the same heritage, and from minimal clerical interest in political 

jurisprudence to the massive production of political theories rooted in the Islamic narratives, law, 

and theology. The central part of the chapter addresses a selection of themes that describe the 

“politicization of Shī‘ism” as a new religious project, unprecedented in Shī‘ī history. In 

particular, I analyze three major themes. The first theme is the introduction of necessity of 

establishing an Islamic state before the return of the awaited savior, Imam Mahdī (or al-Mahdī 

al-Muntaẓar), who represents the twelfth Shī‘ī Imam, whom Shī‘ī theologians believe went into 

hiding for “objective reasons” and in order to secure the persistence of the line of Imamate in 

human’s life.149 The second theme derives from the first and stresses the importance of political 
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activism in speeding salvation. A last theme is the ‘Karabalā’ paradigm’, which reveals how 

Shī‘ī scholars reimagined the symbolism and objectives of Imam Ḥusayn’s revolution and 

martyrdom, for the sake of promoting mobilization or revolutionary goals.  The Karbalā’ 

paradigm, in addition to religious inculcation, formed a major differentiated dimension of both 

Islamic ideology and Islamic personality of the Shī‘ī movements, distinguishing them from their 

Sunni counterparts. 

Similar studies about the renewal and politicization of Shī‘ism had appeared in works 

that discussed the careers of pioneering Shī‘ī thinkers such as Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr, ‘Alī 

Sharī‘atī, or Khomeini.150 While this study associates the religious renaissance with legal 

renewal and politicization of Shī‘ī doctrines, it examines the internal dialogue and points of 

tensions that accompanied the intellectual project of the founding generation of ‘political 

Shī‘ism’. 

Structure of the Argument 

While scholars set out to challenge the encroachment of the neo-colonialism and 

perpetual challenge of state modernization and nationalization policies, the methods and content 

of response varied from modernist to reformist and from gradualist to revolutionary. The chapter 

begins by explaining the difference between two trends of Islamic responses to modernization 

and secularization processes, particularly in the twentieth century. Responses ranged from 

“internal criticism” by reformers and Islamists, as well as old-style traditional scholars, to 

                                                 

150
 For instance, see Rahnema, Pioneers of Islamic revival; Mallat, The renewal of Islamic law. 



 

81 

 

discourses against the secular-modern state and secular parties.151 I briefly chart differences 

between first-half twentieth-century and second-half twentieth-century religious concerns and 

goals in order to trace the shift that took place on the level of intellectual production, religious 

language, and themes.152 Based on detailed analysis of scholarly production of main Shī‘ī clerics 

and ideologues, I discuss the production of ‘political Shī‘ism’ as a set of religiously based 

politicized themes, new religious consciousness, and new religious movements. In this part, I 

draw parallels between the new religious movement in Shī‘ism and their equivalents in Catholic 

Christianity in Latin America around a similar period. While I do not point out organizational 

connection between them, I raise question about the possibility that this religious reformation 

was in fact a global phenomenon.  

Before turning to discuss the roots and development of politicization in Shī‘ism, 

however, I will briefly explain what I mean by secularization, and I will chart the scope of 

modernization that shaped the politicization of the Shī‘a. Hence, before politicization of Shī‘ism, 

there were modernization and secularization processes. In the case of the Arab Middle East, the 

definition of modernization does not differ from the rest of the world. It refers to deep-seated 

changes that spread mostly with the formation of the nation-state. It arrived to different regions, 

states, cities, locales, and villages at different times. In Lebanon, for instance, modernization 

processes arrived to Beirut several decades before its signs appeared in south Lebanon, which 
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remained, as we showed in chapter 1, without adequate or proper water and power supply until 

the 1960s. Here modernization is about reforming- education, the legal system, the state 

administration, infrastructure, and even architecture.153 Often seen in correlation with 

modernization, secularization, in one definition, means the decline of the spaces of religious 

institutions and beliefs and the expansion of secular institutions. In this definition, secularization 

is about the “emancipation” of state, science, medicine, and economy from religious institutions 

and norms.154 

Early Reform and Revival Projects 

Historians often debate the starting point of Shī‘ī movement of religious modernization 

and Islamic reform. One account, for instance, links the roots of this movement to the formation 

of a rationalist Shī‘ī legal movement (’Uṣūliyya) in the eighteenth century, which expanded the 

space of authority of the jurist, formalizing the relationship (ijtihād – taqlīd) between a jurist and 

his followers in religious matters.155 Then in the Nineteenth century, legal reforms began with 

great religious-legal authorities such as Bashīr al-Najafī (d. 1849) and Murtaḍā al-Anṣārī (d. 
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and legal theory than the Akhbāriyya which relies on Imāmi and Prophetic hadīths. 
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1864). The latter’s advancements in the field of legal theory, evidently, offered the basis on 

which Shī‘ī scholars, like Riḍā al-Muẓaffar (d.1961) and Bāqir al-Ṣadr (d. 1980), later enhanced 

the academic curriculum of uṣūl al-fiqh in the religious academies. The towering stature of al-

Anṣārī who became the first to assume the office of the most learned legal jurist in the 

seminaries gave great credence to his call that the Shī‘a should emulate a leading mujtahid 

jurist.156 While his proposition restricted the mujtahid-muqallid relationship to religious matters, 

he did not state that the jurist could not expand the limits of his authority in order to issue 

political fatwās, which, if happened, could render the issuing jurist more like a person in charge 

(walī al-amr) of the umma’s political affairs. Although he did not explicitly offer the jurist an 

authority over the other humans, his proposition combined with his influence facilitated the 

emergence of the category of the supreme jurist.  His success in his office as a popular leading 

scholar allowed him to act as a variant of walī al-faqīh in practice, by adding material influence 

to the existing spiritual influence of the jurists in society. Roots of wilāyat al-faqīh combining 

spiritual and temporal forms of authority, as a means of answering the question about Islam’s 

comprehensiveness brought up by the encroachment of modernity, therefore, lies not in 

theoretical texts from Safavid era or in the views of one of al-Anṣārī’s teachers, Aḥmad al-

Narāqī, but in the influence that al-Anṣārī himself bestowed on the office of marja‘ al-taqlīd.157 

                                                 

156
 For more details, see Hamid Enayat, Modern Islamic political thought (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1982), 160-82. 

157
 For example on a common view that finds the roots of wilāyat al-faqīh in Aḥamd al-Narāqī’s views, see Hamid 

Dabashi’s compelling argument in Nasr, Dabashi, and Nasr, Expectation of the millennium Shi'ism in history, 288-

300. While Narāqī, certainly offered a precedent theorization, as scholars from the Safavid era, I argue that the 

practical roots that made wilāyat possible lies in the movement that started with the ’Uṣūliyya project. 
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Another academic argument situates the initiation of new religious processes in the 

context of formation of nation-states in the Middle East after the First World War. The new 

political entities, at the time, drew not only new political borders but also new social ones. 

Inclusion of former subjects of the Ottoman Empire in the nascent states posed identity questions 

to which various religious groups, such as the Shī‘a, responded differently.158 The Shī‘a, who 

were geographically and politically peripheral community in Lebanon, found themselves 

assimilated in a state whose other sects had experienced modernization since the middle of the 

nineteenth century. Shaken by the new social realities that revealed the Shī‘a’s misery, the most 

senior mujtahid of Syria and Lebanon, Muḥsin al-Amīn, opened a heated discussion in his 

infamous  articles after the formation of modern Lebanon in the 1920s, loathing the inauthentic 

rituals (such as self-injurious beating and bloodletting) that groups of Shī‘a practiced in 

‘Āshūrā’.159 Scholars considered his views part of a modernity of tradition.160 While he surely 

possessed a reformist mind, the novel views that he grounded in the religious traditions naturally 

flowed from a heightened sense of Shī‘ī identification with a strange surrounding. Moreover, a 

review of his fatwās shows that Muḥsin al-Amīn’s jurisprudential views and methods did not 

raise questions about various understandings of the text in changing contexts that 

contemporaneous reformers like Muḥammad ‘Abduh or Rashīd Riḍā attempted to answer. In that 
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 For another instance, see Weiss, In the shadow of sectarianism. 
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 He viewed the practice not only as inauthentic but also as harmful for the image of the Shī‘a in a new diverse 

surrounding, which integrated Muslims and Christians in the urban centers of the modern state of Greater Lebanon. 

Muḥsin al-Amīn’s discussions stirred an infamous controversy in modern Shī‘ī history. See more about the 

controversy in Weiss, In the shadow of sectarianism, 74-91. 
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 Weiss, In the shadow of sectarianism, 61-91. 
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sense, he maintained traditionist approaches to the law discovery process, relying mostly on 

filtering and qualifying ḥadīths. 

More concrete and pronounced reforms began around the mid-1930s in Iraq particularly 

with the formation of Muntadā al-Nashr School of Jurisprudence under the guidance of 

Muḥammad Riḍā al-Muẓaffar (d. 1964). The school sought to inculcate a new line of clerics with 

awareness about Western values, languages, and episteme.161 In his posthumously published 

memoires, al-Muẓaffar lamented how the institutionalization of the state had spoiled the culture 

of seminary graduates who began to seek employment in state institutions losing their 

independence as servants of God for financial purposes.162 Then, in Iran of the late 1940s, the 

Iranian cleric Nawwāb Ṣafawī (d.1955) founded the radical militant organization, known as the 

Devotees. Ṣafawī and the Devotees called for the enforcement of religious practices under the 

guidance of the religious establishment (marja‘iyya). They promoted the idea of creating an 

Islamic social order and of purging unqualified clerics from the academies. Ṣafawī’s proposal 

offered a first instance of a “cultural revolution” even before the 1980s’ religious reformation 

that saw Khomeini’s team heavily involved in Islamizing the fields of education, economy, and 

law.163  

                                                 

161
 In Lebanon, Sharaf al-Dīn and Yūsuf Bayḍūn founded schools with the intention of bringing more exposure to 

modern (Western) forms of education, through the project of al-Ja‘fariyya and al-‘Āmiliyya schools. 

162
 Al-Muẓaffar’s project was also about institutional reform and preparation of a new generation of orators in 

ḥusayniyyas and preachers in mosques who could spread correct Islamic values in society rather useless narratives 

and orations. For more on al-Muẓaffar’s views, see al-Muẓaffar, Min awrāq al-Muẓaffar. 

163
 I use “cultural revolution” in the Gramscian sense. Such a revolution takes place through conscious re-education 

of the elites (or elites-to-be, in this case, the religious class) by and through sharing the material and psychological 

conditions of the ordinary and deprived (in this case, the Shī‘a). 
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A close examination of published writings in books, memoires and periodicals in 

twentieth century reveals that systematic religious discourses that called upon the Muslims to 

mobilize on religious basis, proposing Islam as a complete way of life, calling for Islamizing the 

state, remained faint in the Shī‘ī intellectual production until the second half of the twentieth 

century.164 The cases of al-Muẓaffar and Ṣafawī represent early signs of a shift in the clerical 

mentality away from political withdrawal, excessive traditionalism, and the unnerving quietism 

of the religious establishment in a time of severe political instability in the region. 

Politicization of Shī‘ism 

As we have seen, processes of renewal and reform of legal discourses and religious 

rituals preceded the middle of the century. In Public Religions in the Modern World, the 

sociologist Jose Casanova proposes that, “what was new and unexpected” in the second half of 

the twentieth century, however, was the formation of new religious movements and collective 

religious consciousness.165 Associated with the change in consciousness and spread of activism 

was the spread of new intellectual production and circulation of novel religious ideas.  

New religious themes developed focusing on the necessity of establishing an Islamic state 

in a time Islam was relegated to an inferior role in the field of politics. The Islamic state as such 

was a development that sought to bring answers for the competence of Islam as religion in a 

modern age. In a Shī‘ī tradition that often justified quietism and promoted awaiting the return of 
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 There are exceptions, of course, as we see with the case of the Iranian jurist Ḥusayn al-Nā’īnī (d. 1936) who 

offered a constitutional theory during the debates on the Iranian constitution that came to life in 1906 in Tanbīh al-

umma wa-tanzīh al-milla. Nā’īnī taught at Najaf and was among the most prominent jurists in the first half of the 

twentieth century. 
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“the savior” indefinitely there was a need to a reinterpret two major areas, without which 

establishing an Islamic order under the rule of jurists would be impossible. The first area of 

intellectual production, which tackled the narrative of Imam Ḥusayn’s martyrdom in Karbalā’, 

was focusing on its symbolism, social meaning, and ideals. The second area reinterpreted the 

common Shī‘ī view of the role of laity and clergy in the age of ghayba of the Twelfth Shī‘ī 

Imam. Similar themes opened the space of discussion over a set of linked subjects including the 

doctrine of taqiyya (dissimulation, religious pragmatism). The new themes of religious revival 

naturally shifted the literary language to acquire new vocabulary about resistance and the will to 

power. A shift took place in the spirit of Shī‘ism from political submission, individualism, and 

clerical quietism to readiness for confrontation, collective activism, and social solidarity. 

Developments in Shī‘ism had parallels in other religions around the same period. In 

Catholic Christianity, a discernible starting point in intellectual shifts came with the Second 

Vatican Council between 1962 and 1965. After centuries of Catholic conservatism and rejection 

of modernization and secularization (such as women’s rights, Capitalism, Socialism, liberal 

democracy), the Second Vatican Council began, through dialectics and dialogue, an ongoing 

acceptance process of these impacts of the modern age.166 Likewise, in the Shī‘ī sphere of the 

Middle East, new intellectual production and  religious mobilization began when leading jurists 

in the seminaries such as Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm and Bāqir al-Ṣadr decided to confront the 

secularization and modernization promoted by secularist parties and apparently secularist state. 

The confrontation spiraled out of control when state modernization policies attempted to 
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secularize areas that clerics considered to be part of the religious domain such as personal status 

law and religious taxation (khums and zakāt).167 

Religious movements in both Latin America and the Shī‘ī Muslim world gave added 

weight to the laity’s representation in religious affairs. In the Shī‘ī Middle East, the role of 

religious calling (da‘wa) became open to non-clerical preachers. Through the medium of social 

movement organizations, rhetoric about a religion for the powerless circulated by activists in 

mosques, religious centers, universities, schools, and sports clubs.168 Thus, laity-driven religious 

movements, under the supervision of clerical leaders, indeed, created what I call “clerics without 

turbans” who expanded the sites of religious propagation. A major factor that inspired the 

religious activism of the 1960s and 1970s was the spread of nonreligious activism against 

Capitalism and state oppression which had inspired and mobilized the poor in various regions 

including Latin America and the Middle East.169 The Communist infiltration among the poor 

prompted the grand jurist of Najaf, Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm, to issue a fatwā that branded Communism 

as disbelief and atheism in the early 1960s. His fatwā resonated among his followers and 

                                                 

167
 The clerical movement developed an unwavering response against their loss of privileges in a Left-leaning 

secular regime that came to power in Iraq in 1958. In Iran, the confrontation had raged under different circumstances 

in a process that involved radical clerics, traditional religious establishment, and the nationalist front of the Prime 

Minister Muṣaddiq, liberal forces, the Tudeh Party (Communists), and the arbitrary rule of the Shah regime.  

168
 A proponent of this religion for the powerless appears in ‘Alī Sharī‘atī’s discourses about the “disinherited of 

the earth,” which builds on the Qur’ānic term mustaḍ‘afīn. 

169
 Thus was the case of the Cuban revolution that mobilized the masses and the peasants in Latin America. 

Likewise was the case of Muḥammad Muṣaddiq’s revolution in Iran, the coup of ‘Abd al-Karīm Qāsim in Iraq, and 

the Arab-Israeli war of 1967. All of these played similar effects respectively in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon. 
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generated anti-Communist slogans that lasted through the 1980s.170 Religious revival emerged in 

response to secularist and communist mobilization of the masses, but at the same time, it 

benefited from the new collective solidarities and collective consciousness that developed from 

this secular mobilization. By the 1979, in the Shī‘ī world, these processes culminated with what 

Jose Casanova portrays as the “sudden eruption of religion into the public sphere.”171 

A religious resistance movement, hence, emerged from within the conclaves of the 

religious establishments. The rhetoric of this religious movement called for empowering the 

disempowered, but it sought protection for the interests of the religious institution represented by 

the marja‘iyya (in the Shī‘ī case). Similar developments took place in Latin America with 

theologians like Gustavo Gutierrez. In the Shī‘ī Middle East, it materialized with the likes of 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr, Murtaḍā Muṭahharī, Mūsā al-Ṣadr, and ‘Alī Sharī‘atī. The process of going-

public, however, was not through the “traditional forms of religiosity,” but through social 

movement organizations which offered sites of opposition to the state, as well as to the 

traditional and rigid forms of religiosity. 

From the Ḥawza to Islamic Activism 

Politicization of Shī‘ism emerged in response to the “emancipation” of political and 

economic spheres from religious laws and norms. It was a religious method to face the rising 

competition coming from the Communists and Nationalists not only over shared audience, but 
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1957-1986 [The years of embers: the trajectory of the Islamic Movement in Iraq, 1957-1986], 3 ed. (Beirut: Al-
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also over shared material resources. Thus, when secularization and modernization impinged on 

what scholars and intellectuals perceived as religious territories, ‘Islamism’, rather than old-style 

religious elites, established itself in the center of the ‘public sphere’ as a force of resistance. New 

religious consciousness and religious movements came to life. Religion in the new Muslim 

consciousness became a means by which humans achieve not only salvation in the great beyond, 

but also a mean by which they attain emancipation in the current world. In 1950s, Shī‘ī scholars 

and activists founded social movements and parties, to complement the academic reform projects 

that began during the first half of the century in the seminaries, mainly resulting from the open 

clash with the rising secular and anti-religion modernist currents. 

Unlike the scholastic predilection of the ḥawzas for separating political and religious 

concerns, religious movements provided a major method of dialectical communication between 

the ḥawza and society. Social movements, in this case, acted as agents of change. The mediator-

informant role, which the Islamic activists played, laid the foundation not only for new 

relationships between the lay and the clerics, but also for new legal processes that addressed 

evolving social demands. The enhanced passing-of-information processes through the movement 

organizations brought into the light new social and economic concerns that jurists did not explore 

in previous times. Questions about women’s veiling and polygamy, for instance, became a 

subject of discussions that clerics had to handle with sensitivity given the onslaught on Islam as a 

backward and inhumane system of beliefs. Certain problems and solutions, no doubt, had 

precedents or analogous cases in the vast corpus of the Islamic tradition. The new challenges, 

however, necessitated the construction of new law-finding methods and the reformulation of 

convenient legal concepts about the changeable areas in sharī‘a, such as the ones that Ḥusayn 
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Ṭabāṭabā’ī touched upon in Maqālat ta’sīsiyya (fundamental topics) and Bāqir al-Ṣadr proposed 

in Iqtiṣādunā (our economy).172 At the center of the new intellectual activity that sought to prove 

the comprehensiveness of sharī‘a lied the discourse on the necessity of the Islamic state which 

could restore the authenticity by enforcing law and order on religious basis. 

Theorizing the Just Islamic State 

One of earliest projects of renewal of Shī‘ism, which fell under the rubric of 

politicization, in the second half of the twentieth century, burgeoned in Muḥammad Bāqir al-

Ṣadr’s works, such as Falsafatunā and Iqtiṣādunā. When Bāqir al-Ṣadr first wrote his seminal 

works on the ethics of economics in an Islamic state, he presented a new synthesis for Muslim 

economics that incorporated new pressing topics such as banking and insurance into Islamic 

rules.173 In his responses to Communism, Bāqir al-Ṣadr argued that achieving social justice and 

fighting discrimination in the economic and other fields of life depends on the existence of an 

Islamic order. A certain person in charge, known as walī al-amr, leads the Islamic state, which 

not only enforces the “fixed elements” of Islamic law, but also addresses any new situation that 

emerges.174 Around this aspect of legal change, Bāqir al-Ṣadr built his theory of government 

which came as a solution to the problematic of how Islam allowed Sharī‘a to have a vacuum, in 
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 For Ṭabāṭabā’ī’s views, see Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭabā’ī, Maqālāt ta’sīsiyya fī al-fikr al-Islāmī, trans. Khālid 
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the sense that the Qur’ān, the Sunna, and the Hadith are silent about new life situations that may 

emerge. 

Hence, Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr innovated his infamous concept of manṭiqat al-farāgh 

(the region of void or vacuum) which involves rulings of sharī‘a that are changeable with 

structural (politics, society, economy, power), human (relationships), and materialist changes. He 

referred to this region of void as the area of allowed acts (mubāḥāt). Any subject that falls 

outside the premises of permissibility (ibāḥa) falls outside the law-making scope of the walī al-

amr, as Bāqir al-Ṣadr asserts.175 In the area of mubāḥāt, the jurist may rely on his discretion, 

guided by legal indicants or higher principles of sharī‘a to determine the new binding ruling. 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr argued that the walī al-amr could change the status of a certain permissible act to 

prohibition. Throughout his discussions, Bāqir al-Ṣādr invoked “authentic” prophetic 

practices.176 Similarly, when met with two competing permissible acts or two competing 

prophetic traditions, Bāqir al-Ṣadr grants the walī the prerogatives to permit one and prohibit the 

other, according to the “principles of social justice, which Islam adopts.”177 In further technical 

details, Bāqir al-Ṣadr adds that certain rulings in manṭiqat al-farāgh belong to the area of 

secondary rulings, which change with the change of their subjects. Overall, when a new situation 

emerges, walī al-amr takes charge of solving the legal problems using his discretion and 

standard legal methods in manṭiqat al-farāgh, rationalizing his decision according to the 

principles of social justice, which seeks to maintain the common good of the umma. 
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To be sure, Manṭiqat al-farāgh is not a new concept in Islamic law. Sunni scholars had 

covered this topic in details through a similar concept, namely maṣlaḥa or the public welfare. 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr, nonetheless, did not cite sources of influence on his reformulation.178 However, it 

may appear that the conceptualization of Bāqir al-Ṣadr incorporates what the Sunni scholar al-

Ṭūfī brought in his conceptualization of maṣlaḥa. For al-Ṭūfī, the objectives of sharī‘a (maqāṣid 

and maṣāliḥ; sing. maṣlaḥa) take precedence over the text, in instances when the text is not 

certain or clear.179 A major distinction, however, between Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s theory and al-Ṭūfī’s 

maṣlaḥa conceptualization is that the former limits the rational of the jurists by the legal 

indicants of the sharī‘a and general principles of Islamic law. The scholar who came closer to al-

Ṭūfī’s proposition was Khomeini in his lectures in exile in Iraq in 1970. Khomeini, in theory of 

governance, made Islamic government (wilāyat al-faqīh al-muṭlaqa) under the authority of walī 

al-mar a primary ruling of sharī‘a. This means that if the government found that there was a 

need to exercise its binding governmental authority, the government could issue a governmental 

ruling (ḥukm walā’ī) that overrides any other primary ruling (ḥukm awwalī) and secondary ruling 

(ḥukm thānawī). 
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 For a comprehensive analysis of maṣlaḥa, see Felicitas Opwis, "Islamic Law and Legal Change: The Concept of 
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Through his discussion, Bāqir al-Ṣadr wanted to justify several things. First, he sought to 

show that Islam was a complete way of life and that sharī‘a is comprehensive. In his mind, even 

in areas where the sources of law seemingly remained silent, the jurist may rely on his discretion, 

basing his judgement on the “principles of social justice” in Islam and social welfare of the 

community. Second, by granting the Islamic state under walī al-amr the ability to issue 

governmental ordinances that serve the common good of the umma, Bāqir al-Ṣādr, as well as 

later Shī‘ī scholars, wanted to forge an Islamic realism that can progress alongside modernity. 

This experimentation with the conceptual role of walī al-amr acting as a solution for legal 

problems in the absence of the infallible Imam represents an important development in Shī‘ī 

legal thought, in a clear shift towards al-ijtihād maqāṣidī (objectives-based independent legal 

reasoning).180  

No wonder, only few other Shī‘ī scholars dealt with similar topics before Bāqir al-Ṣadr. 

For instance, the prominent Iranian Shī‘ī philosopher-jurist, Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭabā’ī was 

one of the pioneers who addressed the question of the changeable areas of sharī‘a in Maqālāt 

ta’sīsiyya (fundamental topics) in the 1950s. Similar to Bāqir al-Ṣadr, he maintained that the 

sharī‘a features an area of changeable rulings that fall within the legislative scope of the walī al-

amr. Another scholar who dealt with Islamic governance was Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn 

in 1955. These reformulations gained less popularity than Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s views, mainly because 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr was leading an activist network that spread his ideas during his life and after his 

brutal execution by the Ba‘th regime in 1980. After escaping Iraq, several prominent followers of 
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Bāqir al-Ṣadr joined Khomeini’s network in Iran and Lebanon.181 The integration of the Islamic 

Da‘wa Party activists in the revolutionary circles of Khomeini facilitated the continuity of 

circulation of Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s views and writings, although they appeared under the banner of the 

Islamic Revolution. Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s followers and admirers who joined Hizbullah in Lebanon 

reintroduced his ideas in the context of discussing Khomeini’s theory of government, for 

instance, as if the reformulations came from the same source.182  

The new reformulation that legalized the establishment of an Islamic state in the age of 

occultation of the “lord of the age and time” (ṣāhib al-‘aṣr wa-al-zamān), invoked theological 

questions. If humans were to achieve social justice through an Islamic government under the 

guidance of a fallible institution or man (walī al-amr) who takes charge of the state affairs, then 

what would be the purpose of the return of the infallible Imam (the savior, al-Mahdī) at the end 

of time, to fill earth with justice? What would become of the doctrine of taqiyya, if the Shī‘a 

became politically active? 

Revolutionizing Shī‘ism and Reinterpreting Doctrines 

Averting the whirlpool of politics in the 1950s and 1960s, scholars, like Khomeini and 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr, focused on theoretical matters of building an Islamic state through gradualist 

approaches. They, however, began to authenticate the “issue of revolution” in Islam and to 

explain the distinction between the allowed pursuit of martyrdom and the forbidden act of 
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suicide after the mid-1960s.183 By the 1970s, clerical arguments of Muṭahharī, Sharī‘atī, Bāqir 

al-Ṣadr, Shams al-Dīn and Mūsā al-Ṣadr focused on the legality of rebelling and rising up against 

tyranny, in the age of occultation. The intensity in their political language and radicalization of 

their ideas grew as the Shah in Iran and the Ba‘th in Iraq escalated their oppression against the 

religious camp.184 In this context, the activists reinterpreted Ḥusayn’s revolution, as revealed by 

the cases of Muṭahharī, Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn, ‘Alī Sharī‘atī, Mūsā al-Ṣadr, and 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr. One of the earliest reinterpretations of Ḥusayn’s uprising came from Bāqir al-Ṣadr 

who called for a shift from the “ethics of defeat” (akhlāq al-hazīma) to the “ethics of volition” 

(akhlāq al-irāda), in a lecture in the late 1950s.185 In the following years, the Ḥusayn’s uprising 

would become the standard of revolution of ‘political Shī‘ism’. 

During this period, the same line of scholars initiated Shī‘ī discussions on the nature of 

Shī‘ism and the Imamate. In two small treatises, namely Baḥth ḥawl al-Mahdī (a study on the 

doctrine of the Mahdī) and al-Tashayyu‘ (a study on Shī‘ism), Bāqir al-Ṣadr argued that there are 

two forms of Shī‘ism: one is political, the other is spiritual. He constantly attempted to ground 

his thesis in sources of law (that are acceptable among Shī‘īs and Sunnis). Aware of the doctrinal 

hurdles arising from the historical fact that most Shī‘ī Imams, except Imam Ḥusayn, withdrew 

from political activism after the massacre of Karbalā’, Bāqir al-Ṣadr argued that the Imams never 

closed the gate of political action or banned military struggle. In his view, they retreated from the 
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political field only apparently.186 According to this proposition, Shī‘ī Imams acted with 

reservation under harsh political circumstances.187 Basing his views on allegedly existing textual 

evidence,188 Bāqir al-Ṣadr clearly held on to the belief that the Imams tried to acquire power, but 

they failed for several reasons, including the lack of popular following and the lack of serious 

support among their assumed followers.189 From this viewpoint, the Imams’ movements went 

underground to avoid open clashes with superior forces (the Muslim Abbasid or Umayyad 

regimes) that could annihilate whatever remained of the community of the faithful. Based on 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s dialectics, the Mahdī’s return hinges on restoring the “objective condition” that 

would allow the Imam to appear and take on the forces of evil and tyranny. Without an actual 

support and a willing community of believers, there would be no reason for the Imam to conduct 

a fight for justice, and there would be no justification for the Imam’s physical presence.  

Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s attempt to counter the forces of quietism embedded in the vast corpus of 

Shī‘ī traditions, indeed, was not unique during the 1970s. The core thesis in the writings and 

lectures of Murtaḍā Muṭahharī and ‘Alī Sharī‘atī reconsidered prevalent Shī‘ī doctrine like 
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intiẓār (awaiting the return of Imam), which, in its quietest versions, suspends struggle until the 

return of the hidden Imam. Both Muṭahharī (d. 1979) and Sharī‘atī (d. 1977) argued that Shī‘ism 

generated two tendencies and mentalities that span several doctrines associated with revolution 

and emancipation. A major distinction lies in the proper way of awaiting the return of the al-

Mahdī. While Shī‘ī traditions before the twentieth century had promoted the “negative wait” (al-

intiẓār al-salbī), second-half-twentieth century scholars, like Muṭahharī and Sharī‘atī encouraged 

the idea of the “positive wait” (al-intiẓār al-ījābī).190 In Nahḍat al-Mahdī, Muṭahharī confronted 

the prevalent belief among the Shī‘a that al-Mahdī would appear only when justice becomes 

nonexistent, when evils take over the world, and when fighters for the truth withdraw. Muṭahharī 

claimed that those who indefinitely delay the fight for justice are likely to propose that the 

“spread of corruption…is the best agent for speeding the reappearance of the Mahdī…”191 

Contrary to the negative manner of waiting for the return of Mahdī, others along the same of line 

of Muṭahharī believed that the return of the Mahdī is “one episode in the series of struggles 

between the people of the truth (ahl al-ḥaqq) and people of the false (ahl al-bāṭil).”192 Muṭahharī 

rooted his articulation about the necessity of struggle for the sake of implementing authentic 

Islam in Qur’ānic verses and Islamic traditions. According to Muṭahharī, these traditions seek to 
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show that the victory of Islamic activists symbolizes the goals of the Mahdī and his promised 

return.193 

On his part, Sharī‘atī promulgated his activist ideas about the doctrine of occultation of 

the Imam Mahdī, focusing on its social and political significance rather than its rational validity, 

to a receptive youthful audience attending his lectures in Ḥusayniyyat al-Irshād in Tehran in the 

late 1960s. He tackled the questions of taqiyya and ghayba, both of which are essential for the 

act of revolution and for the project of establishing an Islamic state. In al-Tashayyu‘ al-‘Alawī 

wa-al-tashayyu‘ al-Ṣafawī (Alid Shī‘ism and Safavid Shī‘ism), he addressed the differential 

understanding of several Shī‘ī doctrines basing his preference on two diverging forms of 

Shī‘ism, according to his understanding. Sharī‘atī proposed that the authentic form of Shī‘ism, 

the one that advocates the rights of the oppressed, is the Shī‘ism of Imam ‘Alī and his family, or 

Alid Shī‘ism. This form of Shī‘ism seeks social justice, promotes revolution against tyranny, 

enjoins good and forbids evil, believes in political activism, and opposes class-based 

differentiation. According to Sharī‘atī, the Safavid dynasty, which ruled Iran between 1501 and 

1722, promoted a different form of Shī‘ism, namely the “tashayyu‘ Ṣafawī” or Safavid Shī‘ism 

that serves the political interests of the regime and offers a counter project to Ottoman Sunnism. 

In this sense, Safavid Shī‘ism promotes sectarianism rather than Islamic unity.194 In his view, 

Safavid Shī‘ism is quietist, apolitical, sorrowful, and penitent.195 Despite idealizing Imam ‘Alī 
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and openly vilifying the Umayyads, Sharī‘atī rejected sectarianism as much as he detested 

religious superstition and clerical quietism.196  

  The views of Sharī‘atī proved effective and inspiring particularly because of their novelty 

and his style of which offered Islamic ideals like Ḥusayn, Abū Dharr, and Zaynab and contrasted 

them to their historical and ethical opposites. Hence, he reconstructed the myth of Abū Dharr 

against Abū Sufyān; he differentiated between meaningless lamentation and valuable weeping on 

the martyrs;197 he denounced “negative wait” and praised “positive wait”. His Shī‘ism was the 

“red Shī‘ism” of Imam ‘Alī, Ḥusayn, Fāṭima, Zaynab, and Abū Dharr whose meta-histories 

represent voices for the voiceless and embody revolutionary spirits as opposed to the “black 

Shī‘ism” of the penitents (tawwābūn) and Abū Sufyān (the Umayyad opponent of the Prophet) 

who symbolize either defeatism or chicanery in the past and the present.198 

Lectures of Sharī‘atī, moreover, dedicated a major space for addressing the problems facing 

the religious activists, from within the religious tradition and clerical circles. According to the 

revolutionary model of ‘Alid Shī‘ism, Sharī‘atī explained taqiyya or religious dissimulation as a 

practical tactic that the leader in charge of the umma may suspend or allow according to the 

necessity of Islam (religion and community) in time and place.199 Thus, the form of taqiyya that 

does not counter corruption and deviation out of fear and for the sake of protecting the self is 

more a doctrinal fixture of Safavid Shī‘ism rather than it is of ‘Alid Shī‘ism. While protection of 
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Islam is a priority in ‘Alid Shī‘ism, protection of the self (individualism) comes next after 

protection of the community (solidarity). Moreover, concealing the motives and beliefs is 

allowed only when the benefits for the collective outweighs the corruptions resulting from it, as 

‘Alī Sharī‘atī concluded.200 Following the same logic, Sharī’atī argued that Safavism encourages 

the Shī‘a to refrain from political activism and to resort to pragmatic patience whenever they 

face tyranny to avoid physical harm. He accuses the Safavid Empire of suspending the role of 

Islam in society and life until the return of the hidden Imam.201 

Sharī‘atī explicitly called for reforming society, for fighting corruption and religious 

innovation, and for authenticating religious practices. He invited the wretched and the oppressed 

to fight as if the infallible Imam is leading them to the final state of justice.202 While Sharī‘atī 

called upon the community to take charge of its destiny, he approved of the umma’s choice of the 

deputy of the Imam whether the pious chose a Shī‘ī scholar or a non-turbaned faithful follower 

of the Imam. His suggestion that the chosen deputy of the Imam, irrespective of his credentials, 

must be competent in politics, jurisprudence, and law-finding methods indicates that this leader, 

most likely, would be a renowned religious authority.203 
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The manner in which Muṭahharī, Sharī‘atī, and Bāqir al-Ṣadr laid out their discussed 

views leaves no doubt that the clerical field entered a new phase in which Shī‘ī clerics believed 

in the role of religion in emancipation. These theorizations, to be sure, resembled the essence of 

the Liberation Theology movement in Latin America. In his seminal work, A Theology of 

Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation, which he published in 1971, Gustavo Gutiérrez 

propagated a new branch of theology that voiced the concerns of “the voiceless” and advocated 

the liberation of the poor. Unlike Liberation Theology though, which does not call for the 

Christianization of society, Islamic activism in the cases of Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Muṭahharī favored 

Islamization of society, proposing a brand of religion for the powerless in Shī‘ism. While 

religion became a tool for liberation towards social justice in Latin America’s Liberation 

Theology, spreading an authentic form of religiosity became the source of social justice in the 

Shī‘ī liberation theology. More in line with the Latin activists, nonetheless, was ‘Alī Sharī‘atī 

and his Lebanese-Iranian friend Mūsā al-Ṣadr. The latter even issued several statements in which 

he declared the unity of struggle of the oppressed against all the oppressors across the world, 

suggesting his awareness of the Liberation Theology Movement as well.204 The leftist influence 

on Sharī‘atī’s thought, particularly the Marxist ideas and methodologies and the writings of 

Franz Fanon, the author of The Wretched of the Earth, makes his views more in-line with 

Liberation Theology than his more reserved clerical peers.205 
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According to Sharī’atī, Shī‘ī clerics in the centers of learning adopted scholastic 

tendencies to the extent of becoming divorced from reality, focusing on issues of purity (ṭahāra) 

and impurity (najāsa), and ḥalāl (permissible) as opposed to ḥarām (prohibited).206 The 

arguments of scholars like Muṭahharī and Bāqir al-Ṣadr represent a major deviation from the 

classical quietist Shī‘ī belief that the Shī‘a must idly anticipate the return of Imam Mahdī at an 

unknown point in time to “fill the earth with justice after it was filled with injustice and tyranny.” 

Despite different approaches to the subject of empowering the oppressed, liberation discourses 

showed many commonalities among the views of its sponsors. All authors spoke of a form of 

Shī‘ism that is in constant struggle with tyranny, namely ‘Alīd Shī‘ism, Red Shī‘ism, political-

religious Shī‘ism, or authentic Shī‘ism. All of them promoted a “revolutionary ideology” with 

revolutionary heroes like ‘Alī, Ḥusayn, Abū Dharr, Mālik al-Ashtar, and the Shī‘ī Imams up until 

the eleventh Imam. The prototype of the hero in these figures sought to provide a compilation of 

leadership traits, needed to lead the community until the return of  the “lord of the age”, the 

Twelfth of his infallible kind, al-Mahdī.207 

The Shī‘ī mobilization literature, which promoted a religion for powerless, however, 

induced a sense of “protestant ethics”, in the Weberian sense, or “ethics of volition” as Bāqir al-
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Ṣadr put it, was a fixture of the Shī‘ī liberation and emancipation discourses.208  Shī‘ī calls for 

empowerment established a correlation between striving for better life on earth and the 

attainment of happiness in the hereafter. For scholars like Muṭahharī, Bāqir al-Ṣadr, and 

Sharī‘atī, those proponents of  “black Shī‘ism” who accept the conditions of defeat, maintaining 

political quietism and social alienation, are less likely to achieve happiness in the great beyond 

than their activist peers, proponents of “Red Shī‘ism”, as ‘Alī Sharī‘atī would formulate it.209 

Those who seek redemption must show that they were worthy of deliverance when the infallible 

returns from his occultation to lead them into the final salvation. Thus with Muṭahharī, only 

through adopting the paradigm of Ḥusayn’s selfless revolution and martyrdom in Karbalā’, 

fighting corruption and purifying religion from accretions of oppression and tyranny, accruing 

the greatest of moral wealth, could humans achieve happiness in the hereafter.210 This takes us to 

a key theme in Shī‘ī mobilization since the late 1960s, namely the Karbalā’ paradigm. 

On the act of defeatism 

Similar to Bāqir al-Ṣadr, Sharī‘atī denounces the act of crying on Ḥusayn, and the pursuit 

of listening to grief-laden stories without doing anything to change the miserable conditions or 

fight injustices that similarly faced Imam Ḥusayn. Sharī‘atī, nonetheless, justifies “conscious 

crying” which he considers “a human quality.”211 He bemoans how the regimes favored a defeat-
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leaning Shī‘ism (which he calls it Safavid Shī‘ism elsewhere),212 which is rife with sadness and 

grief, succumbing to the whims of the rulers rather than struggling for achieving their natural 

rights that Islam gave to them. According to Sharī‘atī, the story of Ḥusayn embodies the essence 

of true Shī‘ism (‘Alawid Shī‘ism, Red Shī‘ism, or Shī‘ism of Abū Dharr).213 

Sharī‘atī’s views spread through the al-Irshād religious center (or ḥusayniyya) in Tehran 

and became the subject of discussion among the Iranian youth. His oratorical style and power of 

his imagery inspired a generation of authors and youth who drew on his views, even outside Iran. 

In Lebanon, major followers of Sharī‘atī’s ideas were Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his Iranian assistant 

Muṣṭafā Chamrān, both of whom established links with the Iranian opposition outside Iran. 

Muṣṭafā Chamrān reportedly introduced Sharī‘atī’s views into the first camps of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

Movement of the Deprived during the earliest ideological training sessions between 1971 and 

1974; Sharī‘atī’s views remained an inspiration for Chamrān increasingly by the late 1970s when 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network clearly distributed translated lectures of ‘Alī Sharī‘atī.214 His influence 

on the writings of activists surrounding Mūsā al-Ṣadr was remarkable. Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s influence, 

on the other hand, made it into Lebanon, through Lebanese and Iraqi expatriated students 

through the 1970s. Students in Najaf and Baghdad studied in the ḥawzas under Abū al-Qāsim al-

Khū’ī, Muḥsin al-Hakīm, and Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr. Many joined the network of the Islamic 

Da‘wa Party since late 1960s with the encouragement of Bāqir al-Ṣadr. In Lebanon, the most 
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influential thinker of the Islamic movement at the time, Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn offered 

his own educational curriculum on the meaning and influence of Ḥusayn’s revolution in many 

lectures, which he later published in infamous series of texts, entitled The Revolution of Ḥusayn 

and Supporters of Ḥusayn. As historians indicated, Mūṣā al-Ṣadr, alongside Shams al-Dīn, 

induced the new understanding of Ḥusayn’s revolution in Lebanon.215 While Shams al-Dīn 

focused his propagation activity among the young cadres, Mūsā al-Ṣadr was more involved with 

the larger concerns of the Shī‘ī community in the sectarian state of Lebanon. Through his new 

role as the head of the Supreme Islamic Shī‘ī Council since 1969, he encouraged and sponsored 

the building of ḥusayniyyas in Shī‘ī villages, as his followers recruited future young cadres. 

While he influenced the life of his adherents, Mūsā al-Ṣadr, certainly, inspired many others in 

circles outside his direct symbolic influence.216 The myth-like narrative of Ḥusayn’s revolution, 

particularly in the network of Mūsā al-Ṣadr and Shams al-Dīn, was surely becoming the standard 

“logic of power” that guided the mentality of Shī‘ī activism in the subsequent decades. 

In no ambiguous terms, Shī‘ī activists like Mūsā al-Ṣadr and Sharī‘atī viewed the 

revolution of Ḥusayn as an exemplar call for political change and religious return to the Islamic 

tenets, which the Umayyad archetype attempted to uproot from the life of the umma. The goals 

of the revolution included emancipating religion from inauthenticity, reviving the religion of ‘Alī 

and Muḥammad (the Prophet), uncovering the anti-Islam truth of the Umayyads, and providing 
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the ideal model of sacrifice for the sake of preserving Islam. The new consciousness that 

permeated Shī‘ism was part and parcel of the larger project of international Shī‘ism. 

International Shī‘ism, a Generation without Borders 

The discussion, thus far, indicates that activism and renewal, Chibli Mallat would argue, 

predate the Islamic Revolution. In Mallat’s view, the process of cultural renewal, or the “Shī‘ī 

international,” originated from the religious networks in the academies, particularly in Najaf.217 

This chapter, however, demonstrated that the contribution to the Shī‘ī religious renaissance in the 

twentieth century took place in various locales, specifically Iraq and Iran. Thus, while the 

brilliant Bāqir al-Ṣadr wrote his universal Islamic treatise, Iqtiṣādunā, in response to Marxism in 

Iraq, the maverick Muṭahharī generated his seminal universal ideas of Niẓām ḥuqūq al-mar’a, in 

a context of polemics against the anti-religion modernists in Iran. While the Khomeini gave his 

lectures on wilāyat al-faqīh in 1970, Najafi scholars including Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Shams al-Dīn 

developed Islamic government theories between 1957 and 1979 in Iraq. The Iranian philosopher 

‘Alī Sharī‘atī offered lectures that spread virally in Iran in printed texts despite regime ban. His 

views, moreover, reverberated in the Shī‘ī community of Lebanon, particularly through Mūsā al-

Ṣadr’s network in the 1970s. His slogans filled the religious pamphlets and fiery speeches of the 
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religious radicals of the Amal movement in Lebanon in the early 1980s.218 Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s views 

survived in the writings of his followers in Iraq, Iran, and Lebanon. The ideas of this generation 

of great thinkers and prominent clerics whose careers burgeoned in 1950s and 1960s informed 

the Islamic revolutionary formations in various locations through the 1970s and 1980s. Even in 

Lebanon, where scholars underwent a different course of action with less conducive institutional 

structures and population support, Shī‘ī activists attempted to conduct reforms on intellectual and 

education levels. When Mūsā al-Ṣadr, Shams al-Dīn, and Faḍlullāh, who belonged to the same 

activist generation of Sharī‘atī, Muṭahharī, and Bāqir al-Ṣadr, arrived to Lebanon since the mid-

1960s, they unleashed great mobilization potentials, constricted, however, by local conditions, 

such as poverty, feudalism, sectarianism, in the fragile Lebanese nation. 

Conclusion 

This chapter is about understanding the sources of influences on the contemporary 

religious experience. It means to show that these sources of influence were not of single origin, 

coming from either from Iran or from Iraq. The chapter argued that that main components of the 

discourse of the Shī‘ī movement appeared between the 1950s and the 1970s prior to the Islamic 

revolution. While revolutionary discourses and practices did not branch out of the Iranian Islamic 

revolution’s doctrinal exports since 1979, they did not simply emerge as result of religious 

vibrancy in Najaf alone during the preceding decades. What this chapter attempted to establish is 

that Shī‘ī religious forms that erupted into the public sphere in the 1980s had a history that began 

decades before the success of the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979.  

                                                 

218
 Chamrān is one of the founders of Amal’s military wing. He played major role in the ideological training of the 

radical cadre of the Amal movement. 



 

109 

 

Stereotypes linking the spread of Islamic influence in the Muslim world to the Islamic 

Revolution, nevertheless, are not merely wrong, but, they understate the role of the diverse and 

interconnected currents of cultural renewal in the Shī‘ī world. The return of religion, against the 

presumed tripartite onslaught of modernization, secularization, and traditionalism, albeit in new 

activist and revolutionary attire, unprecedented in the long Shī‘ī history of quietist religious 

practices, was a result of the maturation of conditions that allowed a new religious consciousness 

to go public.  In short, much of the discourses and theories that academics and political analysts 

attributed to Khomeini’s circle had most likely appeared outside it, two full decades before the 

Islamic Revolution. 

Political Shī‘ism as we discussed it in this chapter had several goals such as changing the 

Islamic personality of the individual and society, empowering the community on religious basis, 

and establishing the Islamic state whenever applicable. Discourses on the necessity of 

establishing the Islamic state, narratives about the revolution of Ḥusayn, and the reinterpretation 

of the Mahdī doctrine representing main guidelines and themes in the religious renaissance 

project.  

During the two decades leading to the Islamic revolution, political Shī‘ism took several 

forms not only in different contexts, but also with the same community, locale, and, even, house. 

For instance in Lebanon, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s project was different that than the project of 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh despite reliance of similar sources and despite belonging to the 

same religious-political generation. While al-Ṣadr revealed a modernist discourse approach 

drawing on transnational experiences in Iraq, Iran, and Lebanon, Faḍlullāh charted a more 

reformist approach building on his exposure to the Islamic movement of Iraq. 
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While Shī‘ī reformist and modernist discourses and themes relied on particularly Shī‘ī 

traditions, readings of history, and doctrines. The various religious groups and clerics, however, 

displayed the influences of other religious ideas that were not necessarily Shī‘ī in essence. In 

Iraq, for instance, Shī‘ī literature on the Islamic state came in a time Sunni authors were invoking 

the return of the caliphate theme. While Shī‘ī proposed the Imamate as a model for the Islamic 

realm, the reconceptualization emerged in context of disagreement with the Sunni proposition of 

Caliphate a model of governance. Moreover, in the same light, speaking about reconstructing the 

Islamic personality was a necessity for which many towering Sunni scholars theorized even 

before the first formations of the Shī‘ī movement coalesce. The following chapter delves in 

details into the Sunni – Shī‘ī interactions and intellectual exposure to each other’s traditions and 

experiences, particularly in the context of the Shī‘ī Islamic movement in Iraq and, particularly, 

Lebanon of the 1970s. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SUNNI INFLUENCE ON SHĪ‘Ī ISLAMIC THOUGHT: FOUNDATIONAL TEXTS 

The academic field generally divides the trajectory of the Shī‘ī revival in Lebanon into 

two main periods. The first period whose main activist figure was Mūsā al-Ṣadr precedes the 

Islamic revolution. The second period practically begins with Hizbullah’s formation. This period 

witnessed the spread of new Islamic and religious identity in Shī‘ī Lebanon. Shī‘ī Islamic 

discourses from the period show that Shī‘ī thought generated reinterpretations of historical 

narratives about the revolution of Ḥusayn, the return of the savior Imam al-Mahdī, and the life of 

the Shī‘ī Imams in general. It was a transformation from a quietist mode to an activist mode in 

politics and society, from “ethics of defeat” to “ethics of volition” as Bāqir al-Ṣadr put it in his 

1958 lectures on Ḥusayn.219  

However, more said about the ideological revolution and transformations in Shī‘ism than 

about the mechanisms of mobilization. No doubt, deploying the revolutionary Karbalā’ paradigm 

and promoting the idea of an imminent return of the Mahdī were effective in the mobilization 

processes.220 Despite the well-documented knowledge about the renaissance of Shī‘ism, little is 

known about how and why various Shī‘ī groups coalesced differently taking forms that vary 
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 See Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr, "Sayabqā hādhā al-ṣawt khālidan," [The eternal voice of Husayn.] al-Nashāṭ al-

thaqāfī 1 (1958). 

220
 The Karbala’ paradigm epitomizes the transformation of Shī‘ism from mourning laden tradition to a revolution 

laden one. Its components include revolution and salvation for the sake of continuity of religion. It promotes good 

and prohibits evils. 
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from evolutionary to revolutionary activism and from direct action to underground operations. 

Was the formation of the Shī‘ī Islamic activism a direct result of the activation of Shī‘ī ideas and 

discourses latent in the vast Shī‘ī traditions? Were there other sources of influence that transcend 

the historical and doctrinal basis of becoming an Islamist? Lack of clarity on this issue emanates 

partly from shortage of readings on key junctures of the life of the contemporary Shī‘ī 

movement, and partly from the impact of the Islamic Revolution that blurred the origins of 

Islamic activism in the preceding periods. This study is an initiative in the direction of 

understanding how the da‘wa current acquired its methods of recruitment and developed 

frameworks for Islamic activism that both the Da‘wa Party and Hizbullah had adopted, though in 

varying ways. 

This article argues that prior to the Khomeinid wave that hit Lebanon in 1979, the Shī‘ī 

field of Islamic activism witnessed a vibrant religious activism life. During the 1970s, 

intellectual currents converged and cross-fertilization of ideas took place. Analysis of the 

organizational links and literary production, however, shows that the processes of Shī‘ī 

identification during the period and the sectarianization of Shī‘ī Lebanon were not purely based 

on Shī‘ī sources of influence. To be more specific, this article demonstrates that the ideological 

and intellectual development of the Shī‘ī movement in the 1970s drew on the intellectual projects 

of Sunni thinkers. The writings of Shī‘ī authors reveal remarkable influence of the ideas of Sunni 

ideologues like Sayyid Quṭb, Abū al-A‘lā al-Mawdūdī, and Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabahānī on modern 
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Shī‘ī  thought, particularly on the political aspect of it.221 The borrowing of Sunni ideas, as such, 

complemented the reliance on the works of the Shī‘ī ideologues.222 Using this repertoire of 

knowledge, Shī‘ī activists theorized for a new Islamic society with a new ‘Islamic personality’ 

rooted in authentic understanding of Islamic history and traditions. The Islam that they arguably 

proposed was one that is loyal to the essence of the Prophetic Islam, yet, at the same time, that is 

fit for the challenges of modernity. Then, it was natural that the production and reproduction of 

the religious renaissance in various contexts entailed a reconstruction of sources of authenticity, 

the methods of authentication, and the models of constructing and spreading the new Islamic 

personality of the individual and of society. 

Tackling this subject, I explore aspects of the sources of influence on the Shī‘ī 

movement, focusing on the Sunni influence on Shī‘ī ideologues in the Lebanese context. First, I 

will look at the religious renaissance project which I call “political Shī‘ism,” and explain the 

circumstances leading to the return of Shī‘ī ideologues to Lebanon.  Second, through analysis of  

the political thought of leaders of the Islamic movement in Lebanon, Muḥammad Ḥusayn 

                                                 

221
 Abū al-A‘lā Al-Mawdūdī was the founder of the Jamā‘at-i-Islāmī in India around 1940. His views influenced a 

large line of scholars, particularly through his theorization of the concepts of ḥākimiyya and jāhiliyya; Sayyid Quṭb 

was an influential ideologue whose ideas influenced the Muslim Brotherhood. His writings inspired a wide spectrum 

of Muslim audience including Shī‘ī and Sunni groups. Arguably, he was one of the most effective ideologues of the 

Islamic movement in the twentieth century. In 1966, the Egyptian regime convicted him of plotting the assassination 

of Jamal Abd al-Nasir before they hanged him. He left a large collection of influential writings such as Ma‘ālim ‘ala 

al-tarīq, Khasā’is al-taṣawwur al-Islāmī, and Fī ẓilāl al-Qur’ān; Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabahānī was a Palestinian cleric. 

He founded the Islamic Liberation Party, which sought to revive the Islamic Caliphate. His views and methods of 

activism attracted Shī‘ī activists in Iraq, before they exited and founded their Shi‘i alternative, carrying with them al-

Nabahānī’s ideas to their Shī‘ī texts.  

222
 To be sure, the works of Shī‘ī scholars such as Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr on Islamic economics, philosophy, 

legal history and religious renewal, and the lectures of ‘Alī Sharī‘atī on martyrdom, liberation, and historical 

symbolism of early Muslim community were the main source of inspiration and crucial to the Shī‘ī religious and 

political renaissance in various nations. 
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Faḍlullāh (d. 2010) and Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn (d. 2001), I will examine what I 

consider as foundational texts of the Shī‘ī movement in Lebanon that reveal a remarkable 

exposure to Sunni political thought. One main objective of this study, hence, is to 

reconceptualize the past of Shī‘ī activism in order to better understand the nature of competing 

and conflicting tendencies, whether ecumenical or sectarian, that frequently emerge from the 

tradition of the movement at different junctures in time.  

Sunni-Shī‘ī Interactions in the Twentieth Century 

Throughout the twentieth century Sunni and Shī‘ī scholars engaged in debates and 

dialogue. Intellectual encounters ranged from ecumenical discussions to sectarian polemics. 

Most of these discussions emerged in the context of identity crises following the fall of the 

Ottoman Empire and nation-state formation during the first half of the twentieth century.223 

Muslim responses ranged from total acceptance of superiority of the West and the necessity of 

implementing reforms along European models to resistance through Islamic solidarity and 

reforms through “internalist approaches” by falling back to the Muslim traditions.224 However, 

                                                 

223
 For a good dicussion of the subject of Shī‘ī-Sunni discussions, see Mervin, Ḥarakat al-iṣlāḥ al-Shī‘ī. Another 

work that discusses Islamic ecumenism and polemics, see Rainer Brunner, Islamic Ecumenism in the 20th Century: 

the Azhar and Shiism between Rapprochement and Restraint, Social, economic, and political studies of the Middle 

East and Asia, (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2004). 
224 Two figures of nineteenth-century Muslim reform were the infamous Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afhghānī (1838-97) and 

Muḥammad ‘Abduh (c. 1849-1905). The major collaboration between ‘Abduh and Afghānī was on the project of al-

‘Urwā al-Wuthqā, society and journal. For more details, see Malcolm H. Kerr, Islamic Reform; the Political and 

Legal Theories of Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966). For 

nineteenth century reformers, unity among Muslims was the only means by which Muslims could stem the fast 

moving European currents from penetrating into the heart of the Muslim Lands; see Ahmad Dallal, "The origins and 

early development of Islamic reform," in Muslims and Modernity Culture and Society since 1800, ed. Robert W. 

Hefner, The new Cambridge history of Islam (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 144.. The 

second major reformer, Muḥammad ‘Abduh, a disciple of Afghānī, eventually “adopted an internalist approach to 

reform which diverted the focus of his activity from resistance to colonialism towards reforming the self.” For 

‘Abduh, Muslim’s political, military, and economic inferiority to Europe resulted from cultural and intellectual 
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the mere talk about solidarity and unity underscored the presence of sectarian competitions and 

tensions. This was most obvious in the intellectual encounters between the salafiyya school of 

Rashīd Riḍā, the student of Muḥammad ‘Abduh, and the Lebanese Shī‘ī scholar Muḥsin al-

Amīn.225 The tension took another level with the revival of Wahhabist salafiyya after the 

formation of the nation-state of Saudi Arabia in the 1920s. Shī‘ī scholars, including the main 

figures of the first two thirds of the twentieth century, such Muḥsīn al-Amīn, ‘Abd al-Ḥusayn 

Sharaf al-Dīn, and Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya, engaged the Wahhabism and salafiyya 

ideologues in heated debates, whereas, at the same time, they called for solidarity and unity.226 

The tension between Shī‘ism and Wahhabism would evolve without fading away in the 

subsequent decades. Thus, at the peak of their disappointment with Westernization, while they 

called for solidarity, Muslim Intellectuals engaged in sectarian debates that featured even on the 

pages of widely read journals such as al-‘Irfān and al-Manār.227  

                                                                                                                                                             

decline of Muslims, and not the other way around, as Ahmad Dallal points out; see Dallal, "Origins and 

development," 145. Acquiring this idea, while showing great concerns for decline and then fall of the Ottoman 

Empire, ‘Abduh’s student and assistant, Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā (1865-1935), the infamous editor-in-chief of the 

influential al-Manār journal, paid particular attention to intellectual and cultural reforms; about the reconstruction 

process, or falling back to the tradition, as I refer to it, see Ahmad Dallal, "Appropriating the past: Twentieth-

Century Reconstruction of Pre-Modern Islamic Thought," Islamic Law and Society 7, no. 3 (2000): 326. 

225
 For a good account of Muḥsin al-Amīn and the Sunni Shī‘ī interaction, see Mervin, Ḥarakat al-iṣlāḥ al-

Shī‘ī; al-Amīn, Sīrat Muḥsin al-Amīn. 

226
 For polemics, see Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā, "Kalimāt ‘an al-‘Irāq wa ’ahlih," [Words about Iraq and its people.] 

al-Manār 11, no. 1 (1326/1908): 45-49. Also, see Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā, al-Sunna wa al-Shī‘a aw al-

Wahhābiyya wa al-Rāfiḍa, 2 ed. (Cairo: Dār al-Manār, 1947). For references about al-‘Irfān’s articles, see Mervin, 

Ḥarakat al-iṣlāḥ al-Shī‘ī, 340. For the polemical writings of Shī‘ī, see Muḥsin al-Amīn, Kashf al-irtiyāb fī atbā‘ 

Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb (Qom: Dār al-Kitāb al-’Islāmī, 2007); Muḥsin al-Amīn, al-Ḥuṣūn al-manī‘a, 1 ed. 

(Beirut, Lebanon: Dār al-Zahrā’, 1985); ‘Abd al-Ḥusayn Sharaf al-Dīn, al-Murāja‘āt [The correspondences], 4 ed. 

(Beirut: al-Dār al-Islāmiyya, 1997). 

227
 Large space in journals was reserved to deal with sectarian exchanges in the Shī‘ī al-‘Irfān and Sunni al-Manār 

journals. For more details, see Mervin, Ḥarakat al-iṣlāḥ al-Shī‘ī, 340. 
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The interaction was not always negative. Shī‘ī scholars engagement with the Sunni 

religious establishment, particularly with the scholars of al-Azhar, eventually paved the way for 

rapprochement and naturally enhanced the relations between the two sects, at least on the 

institutional levels. The scholarly discussions finally brought Sunni recognition for the Shī‘ī 

school of law in the prominent Sunni University of al-Azhar by 1959.228   

By the middle of the twentieth century, with the upsurge of Islamic activism, particularly 

in shared spaces such as Iraq, the interaction took another form on the Islamic movement level. 

In the Iraqi context, Sunni-Shī‘ī interaction took place in a vibrant and growing mood of 

religious renaissance in the Shī‘ī academies and the religious communities. Sunni and Shī‘ī 

leaders felt threatened by the upsurge in the communist appeal in the 1940s and the loss of 

Palestine in 1948. Both groups opposed the regime of the Left-leaning president of Iraq, ‘Abd al-

Karīm Qāsim (1958-1963) whose policies of amending the Iraqi Code of Personal Status and 

reforming landownership system impinged on the domain of the religious establishment.229  

The first major organizational interaction began within Islamic parties like the Iraqi 

branch of the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) and Ḥizb al-Taḥrīr al-Islāmī (The Islamic Liberation 

Party, ILP). ILP, in particular, founded by a Palestinian Sunni cleric Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabahānī in 

1953, formed a meeting space for those who desired to counter the communist tide. Within few 

years, the Shī‘ī cadres of the ILP and the MB departed for doctrinal reasons and helped found the 
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Shī‘ī Islamic Da’wa Party in coordination with the Society of Scholars (or Jamā’at al-‘Ulamā’) 

and with the blessing of the grand jurist in the religious institution (marja‘iyya or ḥawza), 

Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm.230 Despite the doctrinal sectarianism that developed between the Shī‘ī 

activists and their Sunni counterparts during the formers’ short-lived affiliation with Sunni 

parties, the Shī‘ī cadres preserved much of their political experiences and activist knowledge that 

they attained, particularly the da‘wa model inherent in the ideology of the MB and ILP.231  

Migration of Scholars from Iraq to Lebanon 

Following a golden period for the Islamic movement in Iraq around mid-1960s, several 

factors convinced the resident Lebanese scholars in Iraq to move back to Lebanon.232 First, the 

situation in Iraq became intolerable for clerics who lived under dire financial circumstances and 

the harsh arbitrary rule of the Ba‘th Party regime.233 Second, the success of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in 

Lebanon paved the way for the Shī‘a’s resurgence.234 By the early 1960s, Sayyid Mūsā, with his 

religious symbolism, represented a serious challenge for the Left as many Shī‘ī youth found his 

message more appealing to their burgeoning sectarian identity in Lebanon, and, thus, they 

                                                 

230
 The Ḥawza, in fact, refers to several religious seminaries or ḥawzas. The grand marja‘ is one among several 

marja‘s in the seminaries. They collectively constitute the religious establishment, known as the marja‘iyya. 
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 For more on the roots of activism and Shī‘ī participation in Sunni movements, see al-Mu’min, Sanwāt al-jamr, 

22-44. 
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 Phebe Marr, The Modern History of Iraq (Boulder: Westview Press, 2004). 
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 For more on the policies of the Ba‘th in Iraq, see Charles Tripp, A history of Iraq (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000); Marr, The Modern History of Iraq; Eric Davis, Memories of state: politics, history, and 
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movement in Iraq (London: Saqi, 2003). 
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 Mūsā al-Ṣadr was the founder of the Shī‘ī movement in the 1960s, and most prominent Shi‘i figure in the 1970s. 

He disappeared in August 1978, during an official visit to Libya. His activism propelled the Shī‘a to the heart of the 

political scene since the 1969, the date of his inauguration as the president of the Shī‘ī Islamic Supreme Council 

(SISC). 
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followed him. In this context, leaders of the Islamic movement in Iraq encouraged their Lebanese 

cohort to participate in the process of empowering the Shī‘a in Lebanon. It was an early instance 

of “exporting” a religious renewal project, prior to the Lebanese Shī‘a’s exposure to doctrinal 

and political exports of the Islamic Republic of Iran after 1979.  

The rise of a master preacher: Faḍlullāh 

The first to lead the wave of returnees from Iraq was Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh who 

arrived to Lebanon in 1966.235 Faḍlullāh soon resumed his academic activity through teaching at 

al-Ma‘had al-Shar‘ī (or the Legal Institute) in Beirut’s suburbs. His lessons attracted a growing 

community of pious youth, including several who became pioneering preachers and influential 

religious leaders of late Twentieth-Century Shī‘ī political parties.236 The prominence of clerics 

and activists who were associated with Faḍlullāh’s network eventually contributed to his 

depiction, inaccurately, as the main “oracle” of Hizbullah and Islamic activism in the 1980s.237 

The rise of the thinker of the movement: Shams al-Dīn 

Another scholar with great influence on the Shī‘ī Islamic movement since its inception in 

Lebanon was Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn, Faḍlullāh’s colleague in Najaf.238 In 1969, 

Shams al-Dīn returned to Lebanon after spending more than three decades in Najaf. In Lebanon, 
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he headed al-Jam‘iyya al-Khayriyya al-Thaqāfiyya (the cultural and charitable association).239 

His reputation in Iraq as a sharp religious intellectual and a pioneer of the Iraqi Islamic movement 

preceded him to Lebanon.240 In 1970s, religious youth following the nascent religious life in their 

community quickly recognized Shams al-Dīn as the major intellectual and thinker of the Islamic 

movement in Lebanon.241 Soon he occupied a central position in the Shī‘ī movement in Lebanon, 

joining Faḍlullāh, in infusing Shī‘ī youth with the ‘Islamic personality’ that they sought to 

implement since their days in Najaf.   

Importance of Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn 

The cases of Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn, in particular, are important because the two 

scholars led by the example of a cleric who cares about welfare of the community. Their 

importance, furthermore, lies in their key role in laying out the foundations of the Shī‘ī religious 

milieu in Lebanon, alongside the religious dimension in the movement of Mūsā al-Ṣadr. Their 

careers, furthermore, provide valuable resources to understanding how the Lebanese branch of 

Shī‘ī Islamic movement emerged in the 1970s, through a full decade before the success of 

Iranian Revolution in 1979. These clerics represent a generation of scholars who experienced the 
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 From his early Lebanese days, Shams al-Dīn attempted to distance himself from the field of politics, focusing on 
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golden age of Shī‘ī Islamic movement in Iraq in the 1960s, before they moved to Lebanon where 

they immediately contributed to expanding the religious field.242  

Both Lebanese scholars actively attempted to promote a distinct Shī‘ī identity, by 

transforming core Shī‘ī narratives and doctrines, such as the Karbalā’ paradigm, the theory of 

Islamic state, and the doctrine of the Mahdī.243 Their projects were telling about the new type of 

clerics who replaced the quietist and mere scholastic (al-madrasiyya) tendencies that prevailed in 

earlier periods. Most significant, for the purposes of this study, is that their intellectual works 

reveal a strong influence of Sunni political thought on their delineation of frameworks for 

Islamic activism in Lebanon. This becomes more so important when analysis shows that the 

Sunni influence lies particularly in works that became part of the foundational intellectual 

repertoire of the contemporary Shī‘ī Islamic movement. Addressing these foundational texts of 

both scholars that they reproduced and circulated in the 1970s, I look at how Shī‘ī scholars, 

systematically or randomly due to exposure, appropriated key Islamic concepts and methods of 

action from the works of prominent Sunni ideologues, particularly al-Mawdūdī, Quṭb, and al-

Nabahānī.  

Theorizing Islamic Activism in Lebanon 

A first set of writings that introduced Sunni political influence among the Shī‘ī activists 

came with the intellectual project of Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn. Faḍlullāh reproduced many of 

                                                 

242
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his Iraqi writings after he returned to Lebanon. Most material that Faḍlullāh and his followers 

circulated in Lebanon were replicas of writings in that appeared in Najaf in the 1950s and 1960s. 

In 1969-70, Faḍlullāh published the second edition of his earliest book titled ’Uslūb al-da‘wa fī 

al-Qur’ān.244 The first edition of the book had appeared in Iraq in1960-1961. Another book that 

Faḍlullāh published in the 1970s was Qaḍāyānā ‘alā ḍaw’ al-Islām that complied his writings in 

al-Adwā’ into a central collection.245 In 1972, his followers published another collection of 

lectures and sermons that he gave in a religious club in south Lebanon. The lectures circulated 

under the title of Mafāhīm Islāmiyya ‘āmma, becoming the first that Faḍlullāh fully produced in 

Lebanon.246  

In these works, he openly spoke of the objective of establishing an Islamic society and 

enhancing the potential of founding an Islamic state.247 Faḍlullāh and his peers understood that 

achieving these goals necessitated a new religious consciousness. New Islamic 

conceptualization, slogans, and terminology began to circulate. Two important related concepts, 

however, summed up the definition of the da‘wa platform and vision: al-shakhṣiyya al-Islāmiyya 

(the Islamic personality) and al-‘aql al-Islāmī al-jam‘ī (the collective Islamic mind). These 

concepts represent two areas of similarity between the Shī‘ī activist and Sunni counterparts in the 
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field of activism. The importance of the ‘Islamic personality’ concept emanates from the fact that 

it gained popularity and featured in the writings of many Islamist authors who later became part 

of the Shī‘ī Islamic milieu that produced Hizbullah in the late 1970s and early 1980s.248  

A main promoter of the concept in discourse and practice was Muḥammad Ḥusayn 

Faḍlullāh. In his view, the ‘Islamic personality’ represents a core thread of ideas, practices, and 

discourses.249 Through this concept, Faḍlullāh shows a firm belief that religious cultivation of 

the individual depends on the construction of the collective religious identity of society. In 

addressing the subject of the Islamic personality, thus, Faḍlullāh proposes, “that Islam moves 

inside and outside our life, as a leading intellectual force.” He adds, “Islam comprises life within 

it.” Acquiring the Islamic personality, Faḍlullāh asserts, allows the Muslim to say “no for 

everything that is not Islamic, and yes for everything that is good and Islamic.”250 Faḍlullāh 

suggests that the role of the activists who calls for Islam (the dā‘iya) is not only to create and 

build elements of the personality of the Muslim, but also to awaken the elements of this 
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 Writings on the Islamic personality appeared in the journals such as al-Munṭalaq, al-Ḥikma, and Ṣawt al-
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personality that are latent in his life. Consequently, he asserts the necessity of religious 

indoctrination for restructuring the Muslim’s personality.251  

Faḍlullāh’s views initially appeared in the early 1960s in a context of anti-Communism 

fever, which culminated with the fatwā of Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm in 1963 that branded Communism 

as atheism.252 The call for establishing the ‘Islamic personality’, however, sought to offer an 

alternative not only for the flourishing secular ‘Marxist personality’, but also for the declining 

traditional ‘Muslim personality’ immersed in individualism and passivism. 

The discussion of al-shakhṣiyya al-Islāmiyya in the Shī‘ī works, particularly Faḍlullāh’s 

writings, to be sure, would not be complete without addressing the role of Sunni movements in 

promoting the concept. The concepts of the Islamic personality, in fact, crystalized in the 

ideological and organizational writings of ILP’s founder Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabahānī, particularly 

after his publication of a treatise titled al-Shakhṣiyya al-Islāmiyya.253 Strikingly similar to 

Faḍlullāh’s definition, the conceptualization of the ‘Islamic personality’ in of al-Nabahānī’s 

writings puts it forth as a framework of behavior, practice, worship, and struggle in life. In al-

Nabahānī’s view, the ‘Islamic personality’ emerges with three dimensions: ideological, spiritual, 

and legal. Thus, it is not only about social behaviors; it is not only about practicing ḥalāl 
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252
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(allowed acts) and avoiding ḥarām (prohibited acts),254 but also about how Islam fits as a system 

of life, through which Muslims could thrive based on the Islamic ideology. This ideology is what 

al-Nabahānī defines broadly as the faith in God, the angels, the Holy Scriptures, the messengers, 

and the hereafter.255  

A question remains – is it possible that Faḍlullāh had acquired his views from other 

sources such as his Shī‘ī colleague in Najaf Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr who himself wrote about 

the Islamic personality in al-Aḍwā’?256 While this hypothesis is plausible, it must be said that 

even Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s earliest equivalent articulation of the ‘Islamic personality’ that appeared in 

al-’Aḍwā’ resembled al-Nabahānī’s articulation. Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s reformulations in other areas, in 

fact, drew on Sunni legal and political thought, even in his infamous work on Islamic economics, 

Iqtiṣādunā (our economy).257 Similar to al-Nabahānī and other Sunnī ideologues (al-Nabahānī is 

just an example, others spoke of the same concept as well), yet expanding the meaning of the 

‘Islamic personality’, Bāqir al-Ṣadr imagines the ‘Islamic personality’ as a universal and 

collective identity rather than speaking of an Iranian, Indian, or Arab personality. In his 

particular view, the ‘Islamic personality’ is as comprehensive as the message of Islam and, thus, 

there would be no reason not to have an “independent and unique Islamic personality.”258 
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However, there would be no ‘Islamic personality’ without a formula made of “spirit, mind, and 

ethics”, he writes, offering a definition that resembles al-Nabahānī’s ideas. Similar to al-

Nabahānī, he maintains that through the spirit, (al-rūḥ) a connection takes place with God; 

through the mind (al-‘aql), humans make good use of the material world; and through the ethical 

character (al-khulq), humans interact in society. The guiding principle in this system of 

interlocking associations involving Man, Nature, and God, in which Man is a recipient of either 

God’s compassion or God’s wrath, is the Islamic ideology, which emulates the ideological 

dimension that al-Nabahānī promulgated. 

The idea of ethical character, which is a major piece in Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s definition of the 

‘Islamic personality’, is also central theme in al-Nabahānī’s theological conceptualization for the 

Islamic state. This state (dawla), according to al-Nabahānī, could only materialize when the 

‘Islamic personality’ becomes the window through which Muslims view the world.259 

Furthermore, al-Nabahānī’s ideas had maintained that Islam generates “ḥusn” rather than 

“utilitarianism” (naf‘iyya) adopted from Western models that generate “qubḥ”.260 Similar ideas, 

moreover, appear in Faḍlullāh’s later ideas in Mafāhīm Islāmiyya ‘āmma.  While it possible that 

both Sunni and Shī‘ī scholars offered their similar views under the influence of similar social and 

political circumstances, it is highly likely that the resemblances resulted from mutual intellectual 

influences.  
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To be sure, the doctrinal foundational grounds of Nabahānī, on the one hand, and Bāqir 

al-Ṣadr and Faḍlullāh, on the other, were not identical.261 Sunni and Shī‘ī ideologues differed in 

the many doctrinal details over the course of their careers, particularly as Shī‘ī scholars 

addressed the nature and roles of the Shī‘ī Imams.262 This differentiation and disagreement, no 

doubt, contributed to the exodus of the Shī‘ī activist from Sunni parties before they founded their 

own Shī‘ī party.  

This leads us to the second area of discussion of aspects of Sunni influences in the Shī‘ī 

political thought, namely the da‘wa (religious calling) project. These mostly appear in the 

discussion about the paradigms of Islamic activism. Most specifically the da‘wa based paradigm 

that became popular through the activist models of the MB, the ILP, and later the Shī‘ī IDP. By 

the late 1950s, Shī‘ī activists who had joined Sunni parties founded the Islamic Da‘wa Party 

(IDP) reportedly under the direct mentorship of Bāqir al-Ṣadr and supervision of Muḥsin al-

Ḥakīm.263 While the IDP formed the political activism project that recruited in mosques, 
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schools, universities and among the people, the JU formed the framework of activism of the 

‘ulamā’, whose ranks included the prominent Bāqir al-Ṣadr, Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn.264  

The da‘wa and its methods 

Between the 1950s and 1980s, Faḍlullāh offered influential discussions on the paradigm 

of the da‘wa. In a series of works in the 1970s, particularly ’Uslūb al-da‘wa, Qaḍāyānā ‘alā 

ḍaw’ al-Islām, al-Islām wa-manṭiq al-quwwa and Khuṭuwāt ‘alā ṭarīq al-Islām (steps on the path 

of Islam, 1978), Faḍlullāh proposed that the path to building the Islamic personality of society 

should go through the process of progressive and gradual da‘wa.265 This subject, calling for 

Islam, its methods, and its challenges represents the core of Faḍlullāh’s production in Lebanon. 

In addition to the works of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, who reportedly was theoretician of the IDP in Iraq, the 

writings of Faḍlullāh, who gained major following in Lebanon, offered the blueprint of an 

activism model in Shī‘ī Lebanon and prepared the intellectual grounds from many future 

activists of the Lebanese branch of the IDP since the early 1970s. 

Through his theorization for the methods Islamic da‘wa, Faḍlullāh builds on the da‘wa 

paradigm that the early Muslim followed and applied since the days of Prophet. By consulting 

the past, Faḍlullāh faces a common dilemma of competing narratives about the most model of 

religious calling that Muslims in the present or the future could use. Even in the early days of the 

Muslim community, the model of da‘wa shifted as the movement grew and as the Islamic state 
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began to develop since the days of the da‘wa in medina. Which form of the Prophetic da‘wa was 

more representative of Islam’s final message? Was it the underground movement in Mecca or the 

confrontational model of Islamic activism in Medina and in the Islamic conquests? Faḍlullāh 

attempts to evade this problematic by proposing that the da‘wa had more than one authentic 

model in Islamic history, whereas all these model appeared in different contexts. 

The change of da‘wa with the shift from Mecca to Medina, underscore a shift from the 

underground movement at times of weakness to the public Prophetic movement setting the 

foundations of the Islamic state. It seems that a correlation between the form of the religious 

calling and the political conditions during the time of the da‘wa. 

While he portrays both approaches of da‘wa as Qur’anic models that early Muslims 

practiced, Faḍlullāh differentiates between the intended objectives of these da‘wa paradigms. 

One model, mainly during times of strength or when the da‘wa proceed after the formation of the 

state, could employ force and fall under the subject matter of amr bi-al-ma‘rūf wa-al-nahy ‘an 

al-munkar (promoting the good and forbidding the evil).266 He argues, enforcement-based da‘wa 

model is the domain of dawla or the state. This model of da‘wa targets Muslims who fail to 

observe their religious duties in an observant Muslim state. The other model, peaceful da‘wa, on 

the other hand, seeks to bring non-practicing Muslims or other non-Muslims into the fold of 

Islam as a system of beliefs. 
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His affirmation that da‘wa could follow several authentic models, Faḍlullāh promotes his 

preferred model by defining the approach of the activists in summoning people to Islam. In his 

view, the most effective dā‘iya is the one who claims intellectual neutrality and apolitical 

orientations. Hence, he argues that partisanship could lead to conflict between the dā‘iya and the 

people he is attempting to convert to his way of thinking (the targets of da‘wa).267 The dā‘iya’s 

role, according to Faḍlullāh, is to shake the system of beliefs of the targeted persons rather than 

call upon the targets to abandon their ideas altogether without introductions.268  

In the same direction, Faḍlullāh calls upon the du‘āt to rely on the power of rhetoric 

rather than complex demonstrative methods, as rhetoric would resonate well with lay people.269 

In other words, simplicity, clarity, and authenticity should be core elements of the da‘wa 

discourse, following persuasion rather than coercion. At the core of political Shī‘ism, apolitical 

approaches were meant to promote the formation of an Islamic polity rather than refraining from 

it. Faḍlullāh predilection for persuasion rather than coercion as the proper method of da‘wa, 

mostly likely developed because of his realization of the limitations of coercion in the multi-

sectarian Lebanese context. In his view, da‘wa, at least in its early phases, represents a tool of 

recruitment rather than enforcement.  

                                                 

267 Faḍlullāh, ’Uslūb al-da‘wa fī al-Qur’ān, 61. The promotion of apolitical activism, as I mentioned above, 
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Faḍlullāh, however, clearly leans towards peaceful propagation of Islam asserting that the 

Qur’ān opens more spaces for dialogue than conflict. He advises that peaceful negotiation with 

the undecided is the most effective method through which religion can seep into the hearts of the 

people.270 His approach, no doubt, touted gradualism in religious activism, whereas in the first 

stage, when the community is still nascent,  would the most useful and effective form of religious 

calling, da‘wa. 

Significance of Faḍlullāh’s discussion on da‘wa and dawla 

More than any important details in his discussion The importance of Faḍlullāh’s writing 

to the current research lies in the sources of influence on his thought. Throughout his discussion 

of da‘wa and dawla, Faḍlullāh’s language and activism model resembled the ideas of Sunni 

ideologues specifically Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabahānī and Sayyid Quṭb. His references to Quṭb were 

clear in his reliance on the latter’s exegesis from Fī ẓilāl al-Qur’ān.271 More than other scholar, 

evenal-Nabahānī, Sayyid Quṭb’s thought was present in the da‘wa movements thought and 

practices In their articulation of da‘wa, Faḍlullāh’s model of activism and conceptualizations of 

the Islamic personality and the collective Islamic mind, however, showed important 

resemblances to the ideas of al-Nabahānī, more than on any other Islamic ideologue.  

The ideas that he presented, however, evaded influences that would betray the nature of 

his Shī‘ī identity. Adopting ideas that al-Nabahānī published in Mafāhīm Ḥizb al-Taḥrīr few 
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years earlier, Faḍlullāh asserts that Islam came to “spread da‘wa and establish a dawla 

(state).”272 Here, the dawla represents another form of the da‘wa, which does not replace the act 

of spreading the message of Islam.273 Like Nabahānī, Faḍlullāh was a proponent of the dual 

nature of Islam in life as dīn wa-dawla (religion and state), but it is the dīn (religion) of the 

authentic da‘wa, which the Qur’an proposed, and whose model the Imams and the Prophet 

followed.  The similarity between Faḍlullāh’s writings and Nabahānī’s treatise is glaring, leaving 

little doubt that Faḍlullāh did draw on ideas from the  political ideology of Sunni Parties. 

The similarities between  Sunni and Shī‘ī  thought becomes even clearer when Faḍlullāh 

discusses gradualism or marḥaliyya. Faḍlullāh proposes a gradualist (evolutionary) model of 

activism, known as marḥaliyya. The theory of gradualism divides da‘wa into stages.  During a 

first  stage, the Islamic movement prepares both Islamic mentality (‘aqliyya) and Islamic 

disposition (nafsiyya) of the activsts in the path towards the Islamic personality, as Faḍlullāh 

would put it.274 Thus, applying marḥaliyya, Islamizing society would require building the 
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‘Islamic personality’ of a generation of preachers capable of expanding the margins of 

opportunity and spaces available for religious activity.275 

To be sure, Faḍlullāh did not find any harm in borrowing Sunni Islamic framework of 

religious activism,276 particularly from al-Nabahānī whose foundational texts of ILP, such as al-

Takattul al-ḥizbī (1953) or al-Dawla al-Islāmiyya, delineated the framework of Islamic activism, 

based on the da‘wa model.277  

The act of borrowing from Sunni scholars, especially without referencing them 

accomplishes two things. First, it portrays the ideas of author as novel. Second, it lowers 

sectarian barriers that separate the workers in the field of Islamic activism.278 Faḍlullāh unlike 

many in the Shī‘ī da‘wa currents in Lebanon would develop and pursue further ecumenical 

tendencies. Perhaps, his views in books and lectures showed him among the genuine few in that 

field.  

His indulgence in Sunni historical traditions set him on a path of revisionist history, 

tackling issues that other scholars evaded altogether. His views on Islamic history, for example, 
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that he presented mostly in sermons and in closed circles, fired back at him in the religious 

circles, in Lebanon and Syria, particularly after he declared himself as a marji‘ taqlīd  in the 

1990s. Radical Shī‘ī groups in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Iran, and Kuwait branded Faḍlullāh as a 

Sunni or as Zaydi Batri, because of his moderate stances that considered the first two Muslim 

caliphs, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar, rightly guided.279 His rapprochement with Sunni scholars, such as 

Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī in the 1990s, contributed to his friendliness with Sunni scholars, movements, 

and thought.280  

The da‘wa project in Iraq produced several thinkers, scholars, ideologues of the caliber of 

Faḍlullāh. Their varying intellectual interests, as manifested in their themes, reflected a tacit 

division of labor, and sometimes led to competition and rich debates. One scholar, a colleague of 

Faḍlullāh in Iraq, and cofounder of the Islamic movement in its da‘wa paradigm was 

Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn. 

Shams al-Dīn: the Thinker of the New Religious Movement 

Shams al-Dīn emerged as one of the promising pioneers of the Islamic movement, 

beginning with the publication of his earliest works, Niẓām al-ḥukm wa-al-idāra fi al-Islām 
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(1955) and Dirāsāt fī Nahj al-Balāgha (1956).281 Aside from ’Āyatullāh Nā’īnī’s constitutional 

treatise that the prominent Iranian mujtahid produced in the context of the Iranian constitutional 

revolution (1906), Niẓām al-ḥukm was the earliest contribution on the nature of Islamic 

government, coming from a proponent of politicized Shī‘ism project that began in the religious 

academies since the 1950s.282  

In the early 1970s, Shams al-Dīn expanded his collection of specialties by engaging in 

intellectual battles with anti-religion secularists and modernists. The intellectual responses of 

Shams al-Dīn appeared in the form of influential critiques of major secularist and communist 

thinkers in the early 1970s. The communists had mocked Islam as incompatible with temporal 

matters, let alone the common secularist dismissal of the religious legal system as inapt in 

political and social matters. In addition to Shams al-Dīn, several authors including Bāqir al-Ṣadr 

sought to assert an alternative conviction: Islam is a complete way of life. In their mind, Islam 

involves both the political and the religious dimensions (dīn wa-dawla and dīn wa-dunyā).283 

Shams al-Dīn’s discussion preceded Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s discussions on the same subject of Islamic 
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governance in Iqtisādunā.284 Like Bāqir al-Ṣadr though, Shams al-Dīn called for the necessity of 

an Islamic government that continues the Prophetic tradition.285 

The writing on the necessity and nature of the Islamic state, however, indicates the 

existence of a sectarian tension in the field of activism. The polemic and competitive nature of 

the argument in Niẓām al-ḥukm about the Islamic government reveal another layer of the book, 

exposing tensions in the Islamic community, shared by Sunni and Shī‘ī groups. To be sure, 

Niẓām al-ḥukm, and Nahj al-balāgha are rife with comparisons of Sunni and Shī‘ī traditions.286 

Shams al-Dīn’s engagement in Sunni – Shī‘ī polemics hints to the nature of anxieties that 

occupied the minds of the Shī‘ī activists as they joined or cooperated with Sunni political Islam 

in their common quest to counter the communist appeal. The Shī‘ī differentiation associated with 

the polemical activity sought to formulate particularistic Shī‘ī frameworks and theories, 

especially in the field of governance, where the Shī‘a and the Sunna disagree on the doctrines of 

the Imamate and caliphate. Despite tensions, a collective process took place out of necessity 

between the Sunni and Shī‘ī Islamic participants in the field of Islamic activism. 

Despite the tension associated with the attempt to create a Shī‘ī particularistic vision of 

the compreshensive Islam, along the line of the Imamate theology, Shams al-Dīn revealed an 
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ecumenical mentality and openness to intellectual development in Sunni Islam. During the 

1960s, Shams al-Dīn completed a series of treatises and lectures on the uprising of Imam Ḥusayn 

which he had laid out in al-Aḍwā’,287 calling on an Islamic vanguard to take on the historical 

mission to rise up after “the failure of all other means of reform,” an idea that resembles Sunni 

writings of Ḥasan al-Bannā and al-Mawdūdī.288 Shams al-Dīn was referring to what the Islamists 

perceived as the inaptness of the Left-leaning and Nationalist regimes in enhancing the life of 

Iraqis.  

His exposure to Sunni though and his reading of Sunni political though appear clearly in 

his 1970s writings. This takes place particularly in his widely read Bayn al-jāhiliyya wa-al-

Islam.289 In this work, for example, Shams al-Dīn launches a wave of polemics against 

secularism, which he views as a foreign project rooted in Western colonialism.290 Shams al-Dīn 

proposed that secularism is a reproduction of colonial values and meanings that are contrary to 

the traditions of the Muslim people.291 

More important than his actual views on secularism in both works was Shams al-Dīn’s 

polemics, in Bayn al-jāhiliyya wa-al-Islam. In this work, he draws on the literature of the 

                                                 

287
 Imam Ḥusayn is the grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, from the progeny of Imam Ali and the Prophet’s 

daughter Fatima. He was the third Shī‘ī of twelve infallible Imams, according to the Shī‘a. 
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universal Islamic movement, particularly the discourses of Sunni Islamic ideologues, the 

Egyptian Sayyid Quṭb (d. 1966), the Palestinian Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabahānī (d. 1977), and the 

Pakistani Abū al-A’lā al-Mawdūdī (1979). Al-Mawdūdī, for instance, had written about the same 

subject, but his views mainly targeted the conflict between Islam and European civilization. It 

was with Quṭb, however, that jāhiliyya referred to anti-religion or non-religious Arab regimes 

and groups. Similarly, Taqī al-Din al-Nabahānī of ILP spoke of dār al-kufr (the abode of 

disbelief), in an influential treatise titled, Mafāhīm Ḥizb al-Taḥrīr.292 Nabahānī proposed that 

“the Islamic civilization, which is a set of concepts about life from the viewpoint of Islam,” 

materializes wherever the “Islamic personality” dominates.293 He identified “the abode of Islam” 

as the place “where God’s and Islamic rulings are applied.”294 An order that emerges when the 

spirit (rūḥ) sanctions the temporal is the Islamic one, even if the people who follow this order are 

not Muslims, al-Nabahānī argues.295  Thus, the norm of Muslimness of the state lies not in its 

title, but in the abundance of the spiritually sanctioned practices. 

In the various theories of the Islamic ideologues, jāhiliyya represents “the sovereignty of 

people over people” in contrast with the antithesis of sovereignty (ḥākimiyya), “the sovereignty 

of God over the people.” Whereas ḥākimiyya in Quṭb’s and Mawdūdī’s thought declares God’s 
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sovereignty over the universe, the term jāhiliyya internalizes a derogatory meaning comparing 

the life in the absence of a strong religion to the immediate period of “ignorance” and presumed 

ethical decadence that preceded the rise of Islam in Arabia.296 The theory of jāhiliyya with 

Sayyid Quṭb and the Muslim Brotherhood became an effective tool of mobilization against Arab 

nationalist regimes, particularly that of Jamal ‘Abd al-Nasir.297 The theory influenced the 

literature of Islamists who frequently embarked on the dichotomy to counter the Left and the 

West as well.  

While Shams al-Dīn did not refer to the originators of the theory, he followed a similar 

path of dividing the world into two paradigms of belief and disbelief. Thus, jāhiliyya in Shams 

al-Dīn’s discourse, following the guidelines of Quṭb’s formulations and Nabahānī’s division of 

the world, does not only refer to jāhiliyya as the period that preceded Islam, but represents all 

forms of “deviation and straying from the straight path of Islam, at every time and place.”298  

In outcome, we can see that Shams al-Dīn did not hesitate to consult modernist Sunni 

discourses that do not contradict the foundations of his religious training and culture. He avoided 

citing the originators of the concept, perhaps, to offer a Shī‘ī point of reference for the Shī‘ī 

activists in their discussions on concepts like jāhiliyya and ḥākimiyya in a time Shī‘ī activists had 

to draw on Sunni literature, given the gap in Shī‘ī political literature. 
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Conclusions 

Thus, the article offers a more storied understanding of the intellectual influence on the 

religious movement in Shī‘ī Lebanon.  I argued at the beginning of this article that Shī‘ī religious 

activism in Lebanon, as well as in Iraq, built on methodologies of Sunni parties such as the MB 

and the ILP, despite ideological differences inherent in doctrinal disagreements between the 

Sunna and the Shī‘a. The study established the connection between contemporary Sunni and 

Shī‘ī political thought, based on striking similarities in the ideas of authors from Sunni parties 

and their counterparts in the Shī‘ī Islamic movement. Shī‘ī writings (for example: treatises of 

Faḍlullāh in the early 1960 and 1970s) employed common themes (da‘wa and dawla) and 

terminology (jāhiliyya, shakhṣiyya Islāmiyya) that al-Nabahānī produced in his 1953’s 

foundational texts of the Islamic Liberation Party (ILP).  

Shī‘ī – Sunni associations during the second half of the twentieth century show that the 

potentials of collaboration rather than confrontation have always been possible. The findings of 

this article suggest that Shī‘ī Islamic movement in Iraq emerged in spaces shared by Sunni and 

Shī‘ī activists, within which the Shī‘a were exposed to Sunni political thought. Analysis of the 

writings of the Shī‘ī scholars, Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn, reveal that even foundational texts of 

the politicized Shī‘ism in the 1960s and 1970s had built on works of Sunni ideologues, such as 

Sayyid Quṭb and Taqī al-Dīn al-Nabahānī. These texts circulated in Lebanon and introduced 

concepts shared by both Sunni and Shī‘ī parties.  

The article delineated major formative features of early Shī‘ī activisms that became part 

of the heritage and the discourses of the contemporary Shī‘ī Islamic thought. The first graduates 



 

140 

 

of the religious circles that flourished in Lebanon in the 1970s, around scholars like Faḍlullāh 

and Shams al-Dīn, became pioneers of Islamic activism in the 1980s and 1990s. The common 

features of the ‘Islamic personality’ of Hizbullah and that of the Muslim Brotherhood, for 

example, allowed for promising collaboration that bypassed doctrinal deadlocks in the 

subsequent decades. Therefore, prior to the Islamic revolution in Iran, aspects of religiosity that 

characterize the contemporary Shī‘ī movement appeared in the context of religious renaissance 

and Islamic-Secularist intellectual polemics. 

One question comes to mind after reading this shared heritage of the movement of 

political Islam: Was the influence mutual or only Sunni influence on Shī‘ī thought? For the 

purposes of this study, we focused on Sunni influences in Shī‘ī thought. Mostly likely, however, 

shared discourses and practices developed in a context packed with challenges facing the various 

religious communities. Trying to find alternatives for Marxist ideologies and inspiring discourses 

about social justice and liberation, Shī‘ī and Sunni scholars consulted each another’s works.299 

The Muslim Brotherhood manuals and writings indicate that the party of Ḥasan al-Bannā and 

Sayyid Quṭb circulated selected writings of Bāqir al-Ṣadr and ‘Alī Sharī‘atī (d. 1977). In various 

writings, these Muslim ideologues, founders of contemporary brands of Islamic activism, 

attempted to minimize the spaces of difference that separated them. In Kutb wa shakhṣīyāt, for 

one example, Quṭb takes a courageous position denouncing Mu‘āwiya, the founder of the 

Umayyad dynasty and, and his much maligned, Yazīd, the slayer of Imam Ḥusayn, the grandson 
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of the Prophet. He agrees that the Imam ‘Alī and Ḥusayn are more in-line with the authentic 

Islamic principles (the Islamic personality) that he discusses in various works.300 These views 

bring Quṭb closer to the hearts of many Shī‘ī activists.  

A glance at the vast set of writings, one can see glaring similarities between works of 

Shī‘ī and Sunni ideologues. Sayyid Quṭb meets with Bāqir al-Ṣadr in two major areas that 

represent the two pillars of political Shī‘ism. First is the necessity of establishing a state that is 

based on Islamic law and Islamic conceptualizations of unity and social justice.301  The second 

area is their views of the revolution of Ḥusayn considering Ḥusayn an ideal of martyrdom and 

rejection of injustices.302 To be sure, a remarkable level of historical authentication appears in 

these works, and with authentication, a noticeable attempt at creating an ecumenical space 

emerges. 

The question remains –Why did the views of a Sunni scholar such as al-Qaraḍāwī 

undergo a shift in his old position towards Shī‘ī-Sunni rapprochement? The answer lies in a 

“failure of political Islam,” as Olivier Roy would put it.303 This failure takes several levels: one 

of them is the rapprochement projects. What is unique about sectarianism in the Islamist case is 

that it was a result of authentication, which ironically served to expand the spaces of ecumenism. 
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Authentication, with all what it entails from the return to the fundamentals of religion in the past, 

imports narratives and discourses that serve the purification or the justification of practices in the 

present. This same act of “return” to the roots of Islam, namely authentication, however, triggers 

the danger of refreshing “memories” of civil discord that was laid out in the deep past in contexts 

of different social identification and political conflicts.  

Therefore, authentication in the light of modernity and contemporary sectarianism were 

arguably products of the same milieu. At least two full decades before the Islamic Revolution in 

Iran, contemporary Shī‘ī thought shared ideas with Sunni political Islam at the intersection of 

defective state-building projects that alienated religious communities and the upsurge of 

Communism to fill the political gap left by the failing state structures. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MORE THAN A POLITICAL MOBILIZER: MŪṢĀ AL-ṢADR’S RELIGIOUS PROJECT 

In this chapter, I examine the role of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in the formation of the fields of 

religious education and activism in Shī‘ī Lebanon, arguing that he played a vital role in laying 

the foundations of the Shī‘ī Islamic movement and organizing the earliest spaces of religious 

education in the Shī‘ī community. After a review of the common academic thesis about Mūsā al-

Ṣādr, I show that he not only led a social mobilization project but also contributed to the 

formation of areligious activism in Shī‘ī Lebanon. Many members of the religious cadres of the 

Shī‘ī community graduated from his schools and seminaries before they played an essential role 

in resisting Israel in south Lebanon during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Analysis of his works 

show that the essence of his activism was inherent from the experiences and concerns of the 

political Shī‘ism generation, the core of Islamic methodology and activist ideas that Mūsā al-

Ṣadr issued in the public sphere (1973-1974) resembled ‘Alī Sharī‘atī’s revolutionary discourses  

between the late 1960s and early 1970s. The main goal of this study is to assess whether Mūsā 

al-Ṣadr produced a religious project or he simply focused on social development. Based on 

analysis of two educational institutions in his network, I demonstrate how Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

cultivated a religious following who prepared and facilitated the expansion of new forms of 

religiosity, including radical forms, in the Shī‘ī community during the decade just before the 

Islamic revolution. I begin this chapter by discussing the prevalent views on Mūsā al-Ṣadr in 

academic works. Then, I look at his major contributions in the religious field, and, finally, I 
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discuss the formative religious-political discourses of the Movement of the Deprived, which built 

on the repertoire of “political Shī‘ism”. 

Prevalent Views on Mūṣā al-Ṣadr’s Project 

Several scholars suggest that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement occupied a central position in the 

Shī‘ī community between the 1960s and late 1970s.304 They show that al-Ṣadr forged a broad 

multi-class organization,305 which featured lawyers, journalist, expats, peasants, and even leftist 

activists, who came from Marxist and Arab nationalist backgrounds.306  

Academic literature portrays Mūsā al-Ṣadr as a leader with a vision and charisma in a 

Weberian sense of the term.307 The sociologist Salim Nasr, for example, proposes that Mūsā al-

Ṣadr mobilized the Shī‘a, while displaying a religious aura and symbolism that aided him in his 

political mobilization.308 Historians suggest that Mūsā al-Ṣādr’s religious language, taking 

inspiration from Ḥusayn’s uprising, proved effective in recruiting new followers.309 While 

studies mention that Mūsā al-Ṣadr ignited a new activist spark in the Shī‘ī community, relying on 

his religious charisma, they do not clarify whether his religious language and views were part of 

                                                 

304 See: Ajami, The vanished Imam; Norton, Amal and the Shi'a.; Halawi, A Lebanon defied.  The term 
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a larger religious program.310 Aside from discussing Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s deployment of the Karbalā’ 

paradigm in order to incite the masses on the eve of the civil war around the mid-1970s, 

academic studies provide little analysis of the role of Mūsā al-Ṣadr as a serious religious 

mobilizer. 

In fact, scholarly works from the 1990s and 2000s that examined the origins and ideology 

of Hizbullah as a radical religious organization argue that religious mobilization began in the era 

of the Islamic revolution in Iran after 1978.311 One of the reasons for ignoring a possible 

religious mobilization dimension in Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s project emanate from the fact that the 

factions that took over Amal in the early 1980s appeared more liberal in religiosity after the rise 

of Hizbullah which acquired the title of Islamic radicalism in the public discourses. Most 

scholars who studied the Islamic milieu in the 1990s and 2000s, moreover, depended in their 

analysis on groups that antagonized the Amal movement for most of the 1980s and 1990s, such 

as Hizbullah’s and Faḍlullāh’s networks for data collection.  

Bias and political agenda of the sources often play a role in shaping the narrative about 

the origins of the Shī‘ī revival and religious renaissance. Scholars who contacted and analyzed 

organizations associated with Hizbullah’s, Faḍlullāh’s, or Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s project tend to promote 

the narrative of their sources. One dominant narrative about the formative phase of the Shī‘ī 
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movement was Hizbullah’s narrative. Similar public narratives are popular among Muḥammad 

Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh’s followers, who despite a history of differentiation from Hizbullah continue 

to depict the Amal community as having narrower “Islamic horizon” than ’Ummat Ḥizbullāh 

(the community of Hizbullah). They often claim that the Amal movement lacks the “the Islamic 

personality” which characterizes the milieu of the Islamic movement.312 In spite of apparent 

plausibility of this depiction, microanalysis of the extant Amal movement’s network from the 

1970s and 1980s reveals that the movement maintained a strong religious current, alongside a 

less religious secular-minded leadership current that took over power by 1988. These religious 

elements were reminiscent of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious project in the 1970s that he operated 

underground alongside his social mobilization project. 

While I argue that Mūṣā al-Ṣadr promoted strong religious project, I show that his 

radicalization project on religious basis, drawing revolutionary discourses and the Karbalā’ 

paradigm began in the 1970s. Thus, I propose that Mūsā al-Ṣadr careers could be divided into 

two phases between 1960 and 1975.313 I show that in the first part, he assumed a social worker 

role focusing on human development while cultivating religious awareness. In the phase of his 

career until the eve of the civil war, he promoted a more revolutionary discourse in the context of 
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the failure of the state-led reform project. I argue that the failure of reforms pushed the Shī‘a into 

radicalization and militancy. 

A Man for All Moments 

A byproduct of several religious, political, cultural, and activist contexts, Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

proved to be a bearer of a complex project enshrouded by charisma. He was towering in his 

public presence (active presence in social occasions), tactical in his political alliances (with 

political elites and groups from the Left and the Right), and strategic in his selection of cadres 

and closest entourage who came from poor youth or wealthy expats with political aspirations. 

His personality and tactics would eventually unfold within the body of the Movement of the 

Deprived (Ḥarakat al-Maḥrūmīn) which later became infamous as the Amal movement (Ḥarakat 

Amal), an Arabic acronym for the “Lebanese Resistance Regiments”.314 His cosmopolitanism 

became evident in his activity within several institutions and organizations that he established 

and within which his multi-layered activist project unfolded. I use Sidney Tarrow’s definition of 

‘cosmopolitan’ to describe Mūsā al-Ṣadr as a transnational religious activist. Thus, Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

attempted “to mobilize both within and outside” his society using expertise and skills “gleaned 

from domestic activism” in Iran, as well as social nuances, religious knowledge, and cultural 

sensibilities acquired in Iraq.315 The independent transnational personality, regional vision, and 

contextual sensibility of Mūsā al-Ṣadr allowed him to orchestrate a system of activism that 

                                                 

314
 Here the term “regiments” refers to military units, but it also means multitudes (or afwāj) of believers who 

struggle who struggle for the sake of God and justice based on the Qur’ānic verse Q110:2. 

315
 See theorization of cosmopolitanism in Sidney G. Tarrow, The new transnational activism, Cambridge studies in 

contentious politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 35-36.  



 

148 

 

proved to be more consistent with the Lebanese context, as he drew on, rather than imposed, the 

Iranian and the Iraqi experiences.  

Sayyid Mūsā showed remarkable comprehension of the nature of the intricate Lebanese 

sectarian system. Between 1960 and 1967, he undertook several calculated moves, including 

building ties with other leaders of the religious communities, and, eventually, occupy a central 

position in the Lebanese and, particularly, Shī‘ī political and social scenes by 1969. His network 

of relationships helped his pursuit of passing a law to organize the Shī‘ī sect through the 

Supreme Islamic Shī‘ī Council in 1967, and over which he presided between 1969 and 1978. 

While Mūsā al-Ṣadr played a role in creating a political space for the Shī‘a through the 1960s 

and early 1970s, he performed the role of a social worker in public spaces and a devout religious 

preacher in closed circles. He, finally, emerged as a leader of a religiously inspired militia and 

resistance group, the Amal movement on the eve of another episode of civil war in Lebanon 

(1975 episode).316 He was man for all moments. While religion was always part of his project, 

the role of religion as he envisioned it changed as contexts changed. By deploying religion for 

different purposes since his arrival in 1959-1960, Mūsā al-Ṣadr took his sect from social absence 

to a heavily felt presence in the various arenas of life in Lebanon. 

The antithesis of feudalist aloofness 

Within few years of his arrival to Lebanon, Mūsā al-Ṣadr changed the rules of 

engagement between the Shī‘ī leader and the layperson. He approached the intellectual, political, 
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and peasant; he addressed the concerns of the poor, as well as the aspiration of the new rich, and 

interacted with each group according to its grievances, ambitions, or status in the Lebanese 

society. Thus, he depended on personal initiatives to spread his influence through public 

relations campaigns, securing access to various social circles. His activities ranged from 

delivering sermons and lectures in mosques, to attending events of various Shī‘ī notables and 

supporters,317 participating in foundation stone laying ceremonies,318 issuing daily statements 

about his activities in Lebanese newspapers,319 attending commemoration events,320 and solving 

problems among Shī‘ī families.321 Most importantly, his daily interaction with the lay Shī‘a 

allowed him to understand the mentality of the peasants and the poor who follow their feudal 

leaders blindly. Sayyid Mūsā’s knowledge allowed him to realize that while the existence of 

collective deprivation does not trigger a movement, creating self-recognition of collective 

deprivation and, then, a culture of opposition might shake the routine of life in the Shī‘ī 

community.322 

The social worker and human resource development 

 Gradually, Mūsā al-Ṣadr established a network of associations and followers, recruiting 

particularly from anti-feudalist Arab Nationalist activists and other returning wealthy expats who 
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funded his projects since the mid-1960s. While he came from Iran mainly to fill the religious gap 

that the death of the Imam of the city of Tyre, ‘Abd al-Ḥusayn Sharaf al-Dīn left since 1957, al-

Ṣadr soon realized that a more critical social gap existed between his community and the rest in 

Lebanon. He set his gaze on changing the abject reality of his group. The core of his social 

activity went through the Charity and Benevolence Society (CBS).323 CBS initially comprised of 

a mosque, ḥusayniyya, school, and a religious club.324 To this small network, al-Ṣadr added more 

ḥusayniyyas, schools, orphanages, seminary, vocational institutes, and workshops. One major 

and representative case was Bayt al-Fatāt (House of the Girl, 1963). House of the Girl’s 

membership swiftly rose to forty within two years.325 Over the years leading to the 1980s, the 

women’s project centers trained more than 800 girls from about 90 Shī‘ī villages.326 Many of 

these women formed the backbone of the women leadership body of the Movement of the 

Deprived (or Amal) in the Shī‘ī cities and towns since the mid-1970s.327 Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s CBS 

network, moreover, offered new opportunities for the community in the form of employee 

training, career and leadership development, and financial assistance. Thus, by the end of 1961, 

CBS included a center for individuals with special needs in which they received career training. 

To fight unemployment, furthermore, the charity attempted to introduce new professional crafts 

for the illiterate youth. For this purpose, al-Ṣadr recruited an Iranian expert in order to teach 

                                                 

323
 Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s predecessor, Sayyid ‘Abd al-Ḥusayn Sharaf al-Dīn, founded CBS in 1948. 

324
 The religious club is Nādī al-Imām al-Ṣādiq, and the high school is al-Ja‘fariyya. Sharaf al-Dīn had named after 

the sixth Shī‘ī Imam Ja‘far al-Ṣādiq, after whom the Shī‘ī system of belief was titled al-Madhhab al-Ja‘farī. 
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students how to manufacture carpet, and he arranged for teaching the peasants how to grow 

profitable produce, such as tea, which agricultural engineers had believed it thrives in south 

Lebanon’s southern coastal areas.328 

Factors conducive to the massive mobilization of the shī‘a 

While Mūsā al-Ṣadr filled part of the social vacuum that the state left, and dominated the 

religious leadership of the community, he struggled to empower his followers due to the 

economic restrictions that overwhelmed the impoverished peripheries of south Lebanon. 

Moreover, the feudalists unleashed their henchmen against him and his sympathizers in the 

villages, whereas the Left did not initially oppose his activity in the villages. Many accounts 

indicate that he collaborated with Shī‘ī youth from nationalist and leftist orientation who sought 

to dismantle the feudalist patriarchy in the Shī‘ī villages. Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s adherents, around the 

late 1960s, came mostly from among those who grew in his network, in addition to the rising 

elites, particularly the ‘rooted expats’.329 Things were bound to a major change after the Arab – 

Israeli war in 1967, which defeated the Nāṣirist current and fragmented the Arab Nationalist 

movement. The decline of Arab Nationalism coincided with the upsurge of the Left. 
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 See a full list of early 1960s institutions and schools that Mūsā al-Ṣadr founded, see al-Ṣadr, "al-Ṭā’fa al-

Shī‘iyya fī Lubnān." 
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The Shī‘ī Council, a framework for sectarian mobilization 

These events coincided with the formation phase of the Supreme Islamic Shī‘ī Council 

(SISC). The idea of SISC, to be sure, benefited from Lebanese political divisions that allowed 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr to build alliances that facilitated his project through the ruling elite. In 1966, 

SISC’s proposal called for an entity that seeks to protect the rights, consolidate the Shī‘a’s 

potentials, and organize the courts, properties, religious affairs, and waqfs of the Shī‘a.330 The 

introduction of the SISC idea alarmed the feudalists of the south, who realized that it would 

unleash a social energy that they attempted to curb for decades. Many politicians, thus, joined 

SISC to minimize losses in their ongoing confrontation with Mūsā al-Ṣadr.331 In 1969, members 

of SISC selected Mūsā al-Ṣadr to lead the new council. Echoes of his accession to the helm of 

SISC reverberated not only in the Shī‘ī rural areas, but also in the urban and suburban settings 

where residents came from the poorest classes of Shī‘ī society. The majority of the poor and the 

rich in the Shī‘ī community received the news of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s election with euphoria. Next, 

on his way to the southern city of Tyre, following his election, thousands of people lined on the 

roads to greet the arrival of its victorious leader.332 The popular reception of the Imam on the 

helm of SISC marked new phase in the life of the Shī‘a of Lebanon.333 SISC practically 

represented a new Shī‘ī pressure group, active in politics of demands (maṭlabiyya). Between 
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 See more on this in al-Sīra wa-al-masīra, document 69-05-23. 

331
 It is important to note that the core idea of SISC did not begin with him. The quest for a SISC began as the 

Sunnis acquired their own Islamic Legal Council in 1955. After brief attempts in the 1950s, the Shī‘ī religious 

scholars failed to actualize their dream of a Shī‘ī council in the 1950s. However, this idea, like many other Shī‘ī 

aspirations and demands, resurfaced with Mūsā al-Ṣadr who united the Shī‘ī view around the need for SISC in 1966. 

For more details, see Halawi, A Lebanon defied. 

332 Movement, al-Sīra wa al-Masīra, 1. 

333 For more details about the story of the SISC, see Halawi, A Lebanon defied, 139-40. 
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1969 and 1973, SISC provided a framework for resource mobilization.334 Through SISC, 

however, Mūsā al-Ṣadr opened up the sect to the external world and set it on a track of 

integration in the state. 

Did Mūsā al-Ṣadr have a Religious Project? 

Islamists who tend to revolve around Faḍlullāh and Hizbullah often assert that Mūsā al-

Ṣadr promoted a different activism paradigm than the one of the Islamic Da‘wa Party in Iraq or 

that Khomeini established in post-revolutionary Iran.335 While they state an obvious fact, their 

views maintain that Sayyid Mūsā dedicated low priority to Islamic education and religious 

authentication in society. They claim that his movement gave little attention to religious 

cultivation of the individual and showed no serious aspiration to Islamize society.336 It is true 

that Sayyid Mūsā prioritized social empowerment over religious education, but his belief in the 

importance of religious education was obvious in several facets of his projects. Students who 

studied sewing or electrical engineering in his institutions often learned about issues of purity 

                                                 

334 Mūsā al-Ṣadr made this clear in a speech made on 22 May 1969; see also Mustafa Shamrān’s discussion about 

the importance of SISC, see Muṣṭafā Chamrān, Lubnān [Lubnan] (Iran: Mu’assasat al-shahīd Chamrān, 1983), 74. 

Shamrān was a close associate of al-Ṣadr and was popular in the military and religious networks of Amal. By 

making SISC a reality, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s followers seized the opportunity to spread the idea that he had succeeded in 

achieving Shī‘ī demands whereas others, particularly the Left, failed. For example, Mustafa Shamrān boasted that 

through more than “four decades of Communist Party struggles” for social justice, the Shī‘ī sect “had not received a 

single privilege” from its member’s affiliation in the Communist party (founded in 1924; see more in Chamrān, 

Lubnān, 74. 

335
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and impurity, ḥalāl and ḥarām. Women wore veil and dressed in cloths that followed a strict 

Islamic code. In 1965, Mūsā al-Ṣadr took a personal initiative and started a committee that pays 

attention to religious education in the schools of the cities of Tyre, Bint Jubayl, and al-Zahrānī in 

south Lebanon.337 In 1969, when Sayyid Mūsā presided over SISC, the council led the 

introduction of religious education in proprietary and private schools in most areas where the 

Shī‘a resided (including the areas of Hirmil, Biqā‘, Matn, and Jubyal). In 1970, SISC appointed a 

committee to train schoolteachers in religious education, focusing on various fields of Islamic 

knowledge.338 After two years of success, the project ended, apparently, as the pressing political 

situation had deteriorated and Sayyid Mūsā had mobilized all resources and focused all the 

efforts on expanding his movement. In fact, the discretionary policies of Mūsā al-Ṣādr, most 

likely resulting from his pragmatism in dealing with social-political realities, were the source of 

criticism for Mūsā al-Ṣadr from the religious radicals who had arrived from Najaf in the early 

1970s, and who favored religious enablement, Islamic cultivation, and religious authentication 

before political mobilization.339  

A major criticism to his project was his focus on political mobilization rather than 

religious education and cultivation. While Faḍlullāh and the radicals believed in Islamization 

first, Mūsā al-Ṣadr believed that creating the Islamic personality based on an authentic religious 
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message could not happen without changing the Shī‘a's misrecognition of their 

disenfranchisement and misery. He also realized that the opposite is equally true. In response to a 

journalist who asked him in 1961 about the goals of his venture in Lebanon, Sayyid Mūsā replied 

that his “religious duty is to enhance [both] the social life…and religious culture among 

Muslims...” Changing society and rectifying the religious practices in society, al-Ṣadr added, 

should take place interactively, at the same stage in time. On more than one occasion, he stated 

that “it is impossible to enhance the religious culture so long as the social situation remains as 

[miserable as it] is.” Through his social actions, he maintained his belief that social reform and 

religious awareness revolve around and depend on one another.340 For instance, in an effective 

Friday sermon, Mūsā al-Ṣadr issued a legal injunction banning the act of beggary, which he 

viewed as a form of ethical and social submission. Within few months, beggars practically 

vanished from the streets of Tyre, as they received financial assistance or vocational training to 

acquire a craft.341 Calls for ending beggary and tribal practices like honor killing, for example, 

represent aspects of Mūṣā al-Ṣadr’s struggles not only against poverty and feudalism but also 

against residues of dark age of economic and cultural ignorance. Fighting cultural ignorance 

went through development of new social behaviors and through promotion of new religious 

awareness. 

Despite the overwhelmingly social nature of his activism, Sayyid Mūsā pain attention for 

religious education and cultivation. Through the 1960s he attempted to create a generation of 
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religious clerics and religious devoted youth, His religious cultivation project went through two 

major projects. The first clear religious education project was a proper Islamic academy, known 

as the Islamic Studies Institute (or the Islamic Institute, 1964). The second religious project 

developed inside the closed circle of Muṣṭafā Chamrān, an Iranian engineer and a close fellow of 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr, in the Vocational School in Tyre since 1971.342 Despite important differences in 

their role and nature, both institutions contributed to expanding the spaces of the nascent 

religious fields of education and activism in the 1970s. 

The Islamic Studies Institute  

The Islamic Studies Institute (Ma‘had al-Dirāsāt) was an institution of religious learning 

and teaching, modeled closer to the academies and ḥawzas in Najaf and Qom than to the Western 

model of school education. Just one year before the formation of the Islamic Institute in 1964, a 

Shī‘ī cleric, Mūsā ‘Izz al-Dīn, founded a Religious School, known as al-Dīniyya. Both the 

Islamic Institute and al-Dīniyya relied on a shared pool of teachers with students often attending 

classes of educators in both circles. Both institutions played a major role in introducing Lebanese 

Shī‘ī youth to religious education. While education in Najaf was more accessible to few 

privileged Lebanese families, with deep religious heritage, or to those who were capable of 

funding their sons’ religious education, these schools opened new opportunities for interested 

youth from poor families to pursue religious learning.343 Offering primary religious training in 
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 Mūsā al-Ṣadr founded the Jabal ‘Āmil’s Vocational School (Mu’assasa Jabal ‘Āmil al-Mihaniyyat) in the Burj 
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343 In fact, the 1960s witnessed a surge in students interested in religious education. Reasons could vary from 
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Lebanon alleviated the financial burdens, which travel and migration to Najaf usually incurred 

on the student’s family. Still, through Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s connections several students were able to 

migrate to Najaf to continue their higher religious studies. The choice of sending students to 

Najaf rather than Qom in order to pursue their higher education stemmed from Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

understanding of the political and academic contexts in Najaf and Qom. While Iran went into a 

period of oppression and arbitrary rule in the 1960s, Najaf entered its golden era of religious 

revival. Those aspiring to pursue education, moreover, could not overlook the vibrant research 

and learning activities commenced under the protection of the ḥawza leader Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm. 

The presence of Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm, furthermore, was effective in protecting the Islamic activists, 

despite fatwās attributed to him banning clerical community from direct involvement in political 

activism.344 Most important was the attractiveness of Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s religious 

project to the young clerics.345 Through his students, Bāqir al-Ṣadr would influence the 

Lebanese, Iraqi, and Iranian religious fields since the 1970s. The linkages between the Ṣadr 

family cousins Mūsā and Muḥammad Bāqir date back to the time Mūsā al-Ṣadr settled in Najaf 

to advance his legal education. In Najaf, between 1954 and 1958, Mūsā al-Ṣadr attended circles 

of the elite squad of ’uṣūl al-fiqh scholars, including Abū al-Qāsim al-Khū’ī and Murtaḍā ’Āl 

Yāsīn.346 Mūsā al-Ṣadr, moreover, joined a closed study group with the co-founder of the Shī‘ī 

                                                                                                                                                             

clerics coming from non-clerical families. Many of those clerics joined Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s Movement of the Deprived 

or the Islamic Da‘wa Party network in Najaf then Lebanon. 
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346
 Halawi, A Lebanon defied, 123-24. 



 

158 

 

movement in Iraq, Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr, while the latter was involved in researching and 

writing his key treatises on the economic and philosophical ethics of Islam.347 The arrival of 

clerical students like Mūsā al-Ṣadr to Najaf was a common practice among students aspiring to 

advance in legal theory, in a time Najaf’s faculty included prominent legal minds such as Abū al-

Qāsim al-Khū‘ī. 

As a group, students of the Institute were influenced by the same political forces, 

economic conditions, and social deprivation that faced the Shī‘a as a community. Students who 

joined the Institute came from among the peasants rather than the traditional religious elites, 

many of whose sons had embraced Marxism. In this sense, reasons that made them join the 

Islamic Institute and follow Mūsā al-Ṣadr were not significantly different, at least in their life 

circumstances and family conditions.  

Mūsā al-Ṣadr sent several graduates to Africa where they preached the message of 

Shī‘ism. Others stayed in Lebanon and revolved around Mūsā al-Ṣadr as members of SISC.348 

Many, however, migrated to Najaf and participated in the Shī‘ī Islamic movement in Iran and, 

later, Lebanon, between the late 1960s and mid-1970s. The son of a peasant from a small town in 

Ba‘lbeck, ‘Abbās al-Mūsawī exemplifies this group. Born to lower middle class family, al-

Mūsawī was a founder and a late secretary general of Hizbullah. He chose a path that many 

aspired after the Arabs’ defeat in 1967. He first joined a Palestinian military training camp near 
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Damascus in Syria, where he received training to join the mounting resistance against Israel, in 

the aftermath of Arab regime defeats in the 1967 war against Israel.349 Enduring an injury during 

the same year, he postponed his militant adventure and followed his dream of pursuing religious 

education under the guidance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in the Islamic Institute.350 While the Islamic 

Institute played a role in shaping the early religious personality of al-Mūsawī, the social project 

of Mūsā al-Ṣadr shaped his early activist personality.351 According to al-Mūsawī’s biographer, 

the keen senses of Mūsā al-Ṣadr observed the activist and religious potentials of al-Mūsawī and 

eventually coordinated his transition to Najaf. Based on Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s recommendation, Bāqir 

al-Ṣādr took ‘Abbās al-Mūsawī under his political and religious fold in Iraq in 1969.352 Like 

many young students of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, al-Mūsawī became involved with the Islamic Da‘wa Party 

network in Iraq, which Muḥammad Bāqir secretly supervised and religiously guided. ‘Abbās al-

Mūsāwī’s case exemplifies the network of relations that connected Mūsā and Muḥammad Bāqir 

in the early 1970s. Upon his return to Lebanon in 1977, his actions did not provoke Mūsā al-

Ṣadr, his former teacher. He, in fact, partook in Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s Amal movement’s activities, 

perhaps using it as a path to his Islamic project, but he certainly carved his separate religious 

space as he established a seminary in Ba‘lbeck. Like many colleagues, he thus was significantly 
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‘Abbās al-Mūsawī became motivated to join the military struggle against Israel following the death of Khalīl al-

Jamal. His military excursion ended shortly after he suffered an injury during a training session; More detail can be 

found in Muḥammad 'Alī Khātūn, Amīr al-qāfila: al-sīra al-dhātiyya li-sayyid shuhadā’ al-muqāwama al-Islāmiyya 

samāḥat al-Sayyid ‘Abbās al-Mūsawī [The prince of the group of martyrs of the Islamic resistance] (Beirut: Dār al-

Walā’, 2002), 16.  
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influenced by the two religious leaders, Sayyid Mūsā and Sayyid Muḥammad Bāqir, two 

masterminds of political Islam in its Shī‘ī version, which I previously called ‘political Shī‘ism’. 

Many clerics who joined the field of religious education in the 1960s and 1970s fit a 

similar general profile. For instance, Ibrāhīm Qaṣīr first enrolled in the Islamic Institute in 

1965.353 In 1973, upon deciding to advance in his education, he traveled to Najaf, after Mūsā al-

Ṣadr recommended him for admission into the classes under the supervision of Muḥammad 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr. Qaṣīr returned in 1980 to serve in propagation of religion in south Lebanon and 

participated in facing the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Several other would follow suit in 

the years between the mid-1960s and late 1970s.354 

Many from the Islamic Institute and other institutions left to study in Najaf between the 

mid-1960s and early 1970s and returned in the 1970s, particularly between 1974 and 1980, as the 

Ba‘th regime restricted the space of religious learning and teaching, in fear of rising activism 

among the clerics. The Mūsā al-Ṣadr – Bāqir al-Ṣadr connection would have important impact on 

Shī‘ī activism in Lebanon in the late 1970s, through their former students. The future legacies of 

                                                 

353
 During his eight years in the school, Qaṣīr studied on the hands of Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his associates, the clerics 

Zayn al-‘Ābidīn Shams al-Dīn and Muḥammad ‘Alī al-Amīn. 

354
 al-Gharawī, Talāmizat al-shahīd al-Ṣadr, 22-24. Following a similar path of studying with both Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

and Bāqir al-Ṣadr, Asad Allāh al-Ḥurshī returned to Lebanon where he partook in the religious upsurge since 1978. 

For more info, see al-Gharawī, Talāmizat al-shahīd al-Ṣadr, 36-38. Similarly, ‘Alī Yāsīn joined the Islamic Institute 

in 1967, left to Najaf in 1969, and returned in 1979 to participate in religious propagation, following the views of 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr. For more details, see al-Gharawī, Talāmizat al-shahīd al-Ṣadr, 208-12. In 1989, Yāsīn later 

reactivated the Religious School (al-Dīniyya), which had closed its doors after the death its founder Mūsā ‘Izz al-
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under the mentorship of several scholars including Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Abū al-Qāsim al-Khū’ī, before returning to 

Lebanon in 1979. In 1983, along with activist clerics, he cofounded the Clerics of Jabal ‘Āmil Association to form a 

clerical entity that would be active in the resistance against Israel. For more information, see  al-Gharawī, Talāmizat 

al-shahīd al-Ṣadr, 175-78. 
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students like the most prominent case of ‘Abbās al-Mūsawī tell much about the religious 

contribution that Mūsā al-Ṣadr provided to the community through his connections, and reflect a 

side of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious role and transnational Islamic connections that historians and 

Islamists often overlook.355 

A glance at the available writings and speeches of Mūsā al-Ṣadr indicates that his 

discourse in his lectures and seminaries attempted to focus on immediate challenges, needs, and 

questions facing the community. To illustrate, in the face of spreading Communism, Mūsā al-

Ṣadr constantly tried to demonstrate through Islamic law that authentic Islam is in agreement 

with science and modern life.356 Another modernist discourse of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in which he 

debated Communist thought, for example, lies in his lectures and articles on Islamic 

economics.357 As Mūsā al-Ṣadr established his religious network in Lebanon, he made his views 

available to his followers, clearly attacking the rising tide of Communism in Lebanon, 
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 To be sure, historians, particularly Houchang Chehabi, points out the connection of Mūsā al-Ṣādr to the 

Liberation Movement of Iran under the leadership on the engineer, Mahdī Bāzirgān. See Chehabi and Abisaab, 

Distant relations, 137-62. 
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increasingly since the late 1960s, when it penetrated deep in the Shī‘ī areas.358 Moreover, he 

justified polygamy and temporary marriage legally, but hinted that these marriage practices were 

socially unacceptable, leading to critiques from conservative clerics.359 In the context late 1960s 

secular resurgence, therefore, he began to generate his modernist discourse.360 

Despite its importance in producing preacher and educators in the arid religious field of 

Lebanon, the he Islamic Studies Institute represented the lesser part of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious 

project, for it was strictly associated with his physical presence and depended heavily on his 

lectures. Despite his attempts to recruit teachers from the community, the Islamic Institute lacked 

the depth and breadth of education in the seminaries of Iran and Iraq. Sayyid Mūsā’s more 

inspiring story and lasting influence was in the form of an underground ideological project, that 

grew inside the Jabal ‘Āmil Vocational School’s corridors, corners, and dormitory. Analysis of 

the school’s religious cadres and religious ideology reveals another aspect of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

complex religious project. Unlike the Islamic Studies Institute’s reformist orientations, the 

Vocational School offered a less academic, but more revolutionary religious discourse. 

                                                 

358 Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s followers reproduced his voice-recorded speeches in a comprehensive series, entitled 
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The Vocational School 

Soon after its completion in 1968, the Vocational School attracted more than 150 

students, from various Lebanese Shī‘ī areas, constituting its earliest cohort. 361 In 1975, upon the 

formation of Amal movement from the womb of the Movement of the Deprived, the first core 

group of ardent religious cadres and military leaders were recent graduates of the Vocational 

School and students of its Iranian principal Muṣṭafā Chamrān.362 The arrival of Chamrān and his 

appointment to lead the Vocational School was central to the ideological development of the 

religious core of Mūsā al-Ṣādr’s movement since the academic year 1971-1972.363 Chamrān was 

more than a qualified scientist. In addition to his academic credentials as a doctorate in the field 

of physics, he reportedly was among the leaders of the external wing of Liberation Movement of 
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Iran (LMI).364 In fact, Chamrān’s selection came after an LMI leader recommended his services 

to Mūsā al-Ṣadr.365 

The historian Houchang Chehabi argues that LMI had clear influence on Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

movement. From his viewpoint, the LMI’s influence in Lebanon seeped through Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

and Chamrān, who maintained strong ties with LMI leaders when they were in Tehran and after 

they settled in Lebanon. Irrespective of political affiliation, In various lectures that he delivered 

after his arrival to Iran following the sources of the Islamic revolution, Chamrān recalls that he 

worked on ideological, technical, and military training of Shī‘ī youth in the Vocational 

School.366 He, reportedly, translated several lectures and speeches from Farsi to Arabic and 

circulated them among his students,367 in collaboration with Mūsā al-Ṣadr who translated 

Sharī‘atī’s lecture on al-shahāda. After the death of Sharī‘atī, the Amal movement published the 

works of Sharī‘atī in their official mouthpiece, Amal (formerly known as Ṣawt al-maḥrūmīn, the 
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voice of the deprived) which was circulating in the Shī‘ī community.368 The discourses that 

circulated in the Vocational School, and that followed ‘Alī Sharī‘atī’s style, contributed to the 

creation of a religiously trained cadres in Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network.  

In the late 1970s, the Vocational School constituted a religious space and educational 

institution. Its members formed the first core of the militant wing of the Movement of the 

Deprived. Members of the Vocational School partook in resistance training by Fatah movement 

officers starting in 1973.369 After the mid-1970s, Amal participated along with Palestinian 

factions in military operations against Israeli occupation, mainly through Chamrān’s group 

within the movement.370 While Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement incorporated the religious, as well as 

the less committed, graduates of the Vocational School, during the era of Chamrān and Mūsā al-

Ṣadr, were amongst the most religious of the movement. Despite his association with LMI, 

which Houchang Chehabi viewed as a predecessor of the Islamic liberals in contemporary Iran, 

Chamrān was a radical in his views against Zionism, the Christian Right, and the Marxist 

Left.371 
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the editors suggestion about Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s role in translating the works of Sharī‘atī; Ṣawt al-maḥrūmīn later 

became Amal. 

369
 While many Amal leaders attest to this relation, Chamrān was a major proponent of the relation with Palestinian 

resistance of Yāsir ‘Arafat’s Fataḥ. On this relationship, see Chamrān, Lubnān, 89-90. On the collaboration between 

the involvement of the religious cadres in Fataḥ, see Chamrān, Lubnān, 107. 

370
 Sahfeeq N. Ghabra, Ḥayāt ghayr āmina, 1 ed. (Beirut: Dār al-Sāqī, 2012), 243-45. 

371
 This is clearly obvious in his views in Chamrān, Lubnān, 100,301-22, 48,55-56. 



 

166 

 

Most important influence on the Shī‘ī youth, however, remained Mūsā al-Ṣadr, who was 

the utmost force of attraction and inspiration, and the one and only one who pulled all the 

differences among his followers together.  In a Weberian sense, He was a charismatic leader 

whose towering presence many revolved and coalesced. His students and followers anticipated 

his speeches and lectures, reproducing and circulating them in their villages and towns across the 

peripheral Shī‘ī lands. The discourses identified the sources of the deprivation and 

disempowerment as the sectarian structure of Lebanon and the greedy Shī‘ī feudalists who 

usurped the rights of the poor, and an acquiescent clerical elite whose obscure methods of 

propagation were driving youth away from religion.372 More important about the deprivation 

discourse is that it was delivered to the masses while enclosed in religious frames and 

language.373 Coupled with his religious aura, the religious frames that his project developed 

contributed to creating a charismatic religious discipleship. Most of the charismatic followers 

were members of the Vocational Institute, others associated with its charismatic graduates, and 

young men and women who interacted closely with Sayyid Mūsā. 

The mentorship of the born and education in Iran Mūsā al-Ṣadr and Chamrān naturally 

drew on the views of their friend ‘Alī Sharī’atī, who was becoming the most influential author by 

arrival of the 1970s. Around the time, Islamic activism in the Shī‘ī sphere in the Middle East saw 
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the rise of a new revolutionary spirit, mostly associated with ideologues like ‘Alī Sharī‘atī and 

Murṭaḍā Muṭahharī.374 Sharī‘atī’s ideas, in particular, dominated the scene in the 1970s with 

lectures that inspired the audience in the infamous Ḥusayniyyat al-Irshād Institute between 1969 

and 1972.375 His views on martyrdom, on revolution, and on Islamic historical symbolism would 

unleash a massive energy that inspired Shī‘ī youth in Iran. His influence would arrive in the 

vocational institute through his Iranian fellows.  

Through the lessons of Chamrān, who represented a rebel with no frontiers in the minds 

of his ideologized students, just as the Communists idolized Che Guevara, Sharī‘atī’s discourse 

and ideas spread among the followers of Mūsā al-Ṣadr with the approval of the latter. According 

to Mūsā al-Ṣadr, Sharī‘atī’s activist religious calling (al-da‘wa al-ḥarakiyya) “was a source of 

inspiration and thinking for many Islamic movements, including our [Amal] movement.”376 

Upon the death of Sharī‘atī (d. 1977), furthermore, Mūsā al-Ṣadr performed the burial duties in 

Damascus, in a ceremony which Chamrān attended.377 During the same event in 1977, Chamrān 

gave an emotional speech in which he stated how ‘Alī Sharī‘arī inspired him at the darkest of 

times, on the frontlines of battles. In an unequivocal words, Chamrān glorified Sharī‘atī as the 
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voice of the wretched. He wrote, “I swear by justice, that you are, like billowy waves, boiling in 

the chants of the oppressed against the oppressor, so long as oppression and tyranny burdens 

humanity…”378 Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s admiration of Sharī‘atī’s views, however, came with 

understandable and minor reservations on some of the Iranian philosopher’s views that had no 

basis in the tradition. Students from the Vocational School relate that Sayyid According to Amal 

movement cadres, Mūsā suggested on several occasions did not always base his views on Islamic 

tradition. Thus, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s admiration of Sharī‘atī did not preclude the rise of concerns 

about the authenticity of the latter’s views.379 However serious the accusations against Sharī‘atī 

appeared to be, he became a symbol of revolution and remained a source of inspiration for 

Amal’s most radical members particularly the immediate religious followers of Sayyid Mūsā and 

the students of Muṣṭafā Chamrān. 

Through the 1970s, the institute principals welcomed other contributions to its religious 

activity from the few workers in the field of Islamic activism. According to Chamrān, in addition 

to absorbing ‘Alī Sharī‘atī’s ideas, the Vocational School welcomed educational contributions 

from the various religious magnates of the community. Contribution came in the form of lectures 

and workshops by guests like Shams al-Dīn and Faḍlullāh, despite their different ideological 

                                                 

378
 See a reproduction the speech attributed to Chamrān enclosed in Sharī‘atī, al-Ḥuysan wārith Ādam, 10-11. 

379 The information comes from minutes of meetings that a former student from the Vocational School presented to 

me. Mūsā al-Ṣadr echoed the concerns of Murtaḍā Muṭahharī who had criticized Sharī’atī earlier in the 1970s. 

About Muṭahharī’s criticism of Sharī‘atī see Chehabi, Iranian Politics and Religious Modernism: The Liberation 

Movement of Iran under the Shah and Khomeini, 205. 



 

169 

 

background linked to the Islamic Da‘wa Party.380 This exposure, however, did not changed the 

reality that the most attractive ideological material came from Sharī‘atī’s speeches. 

Deprivation, Migration, Proletarization and the Rise of the Movement of the Deprived 

Since the 1960s, Mūsā al-Ṣadr sought to change the fortunes of the community he 

represented. Despite accusation that he did not apply gradualism in his activism, his project took 

several calculated steps before declaring his Movement of the Deprived, followed by his Amal 

militia. To be sure, his project started as a peaceful social project, but things changed 

dramatically around the mid-1970s on the eve of the civil war.  

The movement from social mobilization to religious and political radicalization took 

place a content of political and economic turmoil that had dire consequences on the Shī‘a of 

Lebanon. Successive crises and government policies forced a major population shift from the 

rural peripheries to the urban setting around the capital Beirut. By the arrival of the 1970s, the 

Shī‘a population constituted the largest sect in Lebanon (about 30 percent of Lebanon’s 

population). Between 1970 and 1975, more than 40 percent of Lebanon’s rural population 

migrated either to Beirut or to the Gulf region. This percentage included 65 percent migrants 

from south Lebanon and 50 percent from the Biqā‘ regions, which the Shī‘a predominantly 

inhabited.381  
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Successive factors facilitated Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s mobilization project. When Fu‘ād Shihāb 

became president in 1958, he planned to create a new sectarian balance in Lebanon which treats 

the peripheral areas of Lebanon fairly. Shihāb’s reform project enhanced the educational 

situation in the peripheries and offered new opportunities for the peasants and the 

disenfranchised of Lebanon. His government employed more numbers from the 

underrepresented Shī‘ī sect in the various sectors of the state. The new exposure certainly 

increased the awareness of the community. This prosperity, however, receded around the mid-

1960s as the Lebanese economy deteriorated after the failure of the post-Shihābist (referring to 

president Fu’ād Shihāb) era. The Lebanese regimes pf president who succeeded Shihāb failed to 

extend his success as well as his reforms in a context of political crises, under the pressures of 

sectarian tension, foreign capitalist intervention, and oligarchic elites’ resurgence against 

Shihāb’s egalitarian policies.382 

Between 1965 and 1975, chaotic economic policies disrupted the agricultural cycles. 

Integration of Lebanon into the world’s capitalism economy allowed foreign companies to export 

agricultural products that weakened Lebanese production; hence, Lebanon’s reliance on 

importing sugar and tobacco rather than on producing it in Lebanon diminished the opportunities 

of survival available for the small peasantry in these fields in Lebanon.383 Merchants’ 

manipulation of prices of imported raw material, furthermore, led to the hike in production 
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expenses.384 Peasants could not sustain the pressure coming from mightier tycoons of the 

emerging capitalist economy; several industries and practices associated with small peasantry 

gradually declined.385 These transformations forced an uprooting of half of the country’s 

population from their lands, driving impoverished families to settle in the surroundings of Beirut, 

in pursuit of new opportunities. The internal migration of the poor caused an overpopulation and 

an urban sprawl around Beirut, where the poor of Lebanon resided.386 

As the poor, including a staggering majority of Shī‘ī villagers moved to Beirut, Lebanon 

entered a prolonged period of setbacks. First, in 1966, the largest bank in Lebanon, Intra Bank, 

collapsed.387 The insolvency of the bank signaled a plunge of the once prosperous Lebanese 

economy to an all-time low since the independence. A direct repercussion was the bankruptcy 

and closure of several banks in the country. As the economy faltered under financial turmoil, 

unemployment rates naturally increased and wages decreased. In outcome, the migrants escaped 

the disruption of their agricultural life in the village only to meet a declining economy in the city. 

Many found themselves mostly marginalized and unemployed in misery belts, extending from 

the infamous quarters of Nab‘a and Karantīnā (eastern suburbs) to the neighborhoods Ghubayrī 

and Shayyāḥ (southern suburbs) around Beirut.388 The renewed oligarchic elite shifted to an 

industrial sector that flourished as new foreign investors joined the economic field. The 
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unemployed poor naturally sought jobs in these factories. In times of rising leftist social 

movements, these factories became spaces of protests in which mobilized spirits against 

mistreatment and low wages emerged. In these industrial enclaves, stories of assaults, abuse, and 

harassment circulated.  Among those downtrodden people, the new proletariat of Lebanon, 

outcries of the religious Islamist and socialist Marxists against oppression reverberated.389 

The severity of economic changes, weight of population shifts, and social transformation 

meant that the old ways of political and social practice could not stay the same. One major aspect 

was the transformation of the Shī‘a from a rural sect to one with a large urban exposure. A 

second major transformation was the Shī‘a’s recognition of the social disparities in the country 

between the center and the peripheries. Third transformation was the rise of new Shī‘ī financial 

powers, mostly composed of southern Shī‘a expatriated in Africa. Those expats desiring a 

political role funded Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement and project and contributed to unseating the 

traditional Shī‘ī feudalists on the political levels. A fourth transformation was the emergence of 

an educated and mobilized Shī‘ī class who worked alongside Sayyid Mūsā, or adhered to the 

Marxist currents against the regime, including the Shī‘ī feudalists. The Shī‘a changed from an 

impoverished sect in the South and Biqā‘ to a marginalized sect, but with many mobilized and 

inspired men and women, in Beirut, which was witnessing a vibrant cultural activity and 

prosperous touristic sector, which cloaked growing problems in the country only temporarily. It 

was in this 1970s context that Sayyid Mūsā emerged as the Imam of the deprived (Imām al-
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maḥrumīn), generating a discourse and leading a movement calling for radical social and 

political changes in Lebanon, retiring his infamous pragmatic outlook.  

The warnings of Sayyid Mūsā initially found no echoes from the political powerhouses in 

Lebanon. Continuous silence and hollow promises convinced the movement of Sayyid Mūsā that 

state could not achieve any concrete enhancement in the life of the wretched. He also realized 

that neither the Lebanese state nor the Lebanese army could offer protection for the residents of 

south Lebanon from Israeli threats. As the Palestinians intensified their resistance operations 

against the Israeli forces, violence spiraled out of control; residents of frontier villages faced 

eviction from their homes. Mūsā al-Ṣadr then understood that the only proven way to transform 

Lebanon is by escalating opposition and adopting new forms of civil, as well as militant, action. 

Tens of sons of the sect joined PLO’s militant training camps, benefiting from the developing 

cooperation and good relationship between Mūsā al-Ṣadr and Yāsir ‘Arafāt that materialized in 

1973 when ‘Arafāt’s Fataḥ began to train al-Ṣadr’s Amal. The process of Shī‘ī transformation 

that started in the 1960s focusing on building new Shī‘ī social identity with a clear religious tone, 

took a militant form on the eve of civil war. The military mobilization and political agitation of 

the followers, however, contained a strong religious tone. Mūsā al-Ṣadr believed that religion, in 

its revolutionary Shī‘ī attire, could be a powerful tool of social and political change.  

Discourse of the Movement of the Deprived 

While Sayyid Mūsā transferred his official residence and activity to Beirut, his movement 

maintained presence in south Lebanon and Biqā‘. Mūsā al-Ṣadr realized that Beirut provided a 

melting pot for all Shī‘ī currents from all regions, allowing him to reach out to a larger crowd 
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than ever. Rather than being a local cleric of the city of Tyre, his role in SISC and positioning in 

Beirut, at the heart of the political scene, made him the most effective political force among the 

Shī‘a by 1973. While he called for more rights for the Shī‘a in Lebanon through his new position 

as the president of SISC, he raised discourses that inflamed his followers in massive gatherings, 

particularly in two major demonstrations in Tyre and Ba‘lbeck. In these shows of rising power, 

his popular movement and armed demonstrations clearly overtook the political class with 

surprise and shook the traditional Shī‘ī feudalists in their waning political positions in the Shī‘ī 

communities.   

The sermons and speeches that he delivered in the 1960s as educational material to his 

direct followers in the Islamic Institute and the Vocational school, among other closed Mosque 

gatherings, went public in 1973. Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s views since the late 1960s resembled the 

inciting and revolutionary ideas and rhetoric of Sharī‘atī. Following the same themes of his 

generation in Iran and Iraq, Mūsā al-Ṣadr lectured his followers in the various institutions. While 

Sharī‘atī, Bāqir al-Ṣadr, and Muṭahharī reinterpreted the meaning of the martyrdom of Ḥusayn, 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr integrated almost all of these narratives to create parallels in the daily life of his 

community. Addressing followers, Mūsā al-Ṣadr argued that the same conditions that existed in 

the umma (Islamic community) leading to the abandonment of Ḥusayn linger in the life of the 

umma today. Ḥusayn’s victory, in his view, awakened the umma from the act of ongoing defeat. 

In a way, Mūsā al-Ṣadr resembled Bāqir al-Ṣadr in the latter’s call for a shift from “ethics of 

defeat” to “ethics of willingness.” Speaking unequivocally, Sayyid Mūsā relied on Qur’ānic 

statements to call for people to start change from within the community: “God will not change 
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the condition of a people until they change what is in themselves.”390 (Q13:11) With the help of 

his young followers roaming villages in rural areas and suburban towns in Beirut, Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

was preparing his followers for the new phase of struggle. While Sayyid Mūsā brought the 

discourses of his politicized generation of religious ideologues, his followers were receiving 

training in camps operated by fighters from Fatah who believed in the potentials that a 

collaboration with the Shī‘ī community could serve for the cause of liberating Palestine.391 

In 18 March 1974, in front of more than 70 thousand, Mūsā al-Ṣadr announced the 

formation of the Movement of the Deprived, in a context of political turmoil, in a moment of 

arms race amidst rising tensions between the various factions of the Left and Right. The proto-

Movement of the Deprived had gradually emerged between 1970 and 1973.392 While the official 

date of the formation was in March 1974, the practical date of the Movement’s creation arguably 

was in June of 1973 when SISCs religious and executive committees met and began to mobilize 

against the state’s unresponsiveness to the Shī‘a’s demands for political equality and security in 

Lebanon.393  

During the period leading to the official declaration of the Movement of the Deprived, 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr raised the voice of the Deprived through a revolutionary religious language 
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drawing on Ḥusayn’s uprising. On 2 March 1974, Sayyid Mūsā reiterated his views that crying 

and rituals should not replace social action and activism.394 He called upon his followers to 

transform these rituals and commemoration events from occasions when people vent their anger 

and distress to events within which anger becomes guided and directed towards the true enemies 

of Islam. Few days later, during the Prophet’s birthday celebration, he directed his burning 

criticism of those clerics who focus on critiquing Communism, which he considered as disbelief, 

without doing anything to tackle the problems of poverty and oppression.395 In a sense, he hinted 

at those who were spreading religiosity and criticizing his focus on political involvement rather 

than working on spreading religious ethos in society.  

The event of official declaration of the movement in 1974 was a magnificent show of 

social and militant mobilization, indicating a roaring eruption of the Shī‘ī political movement 

into the public scene. Under the sounds of shooting guns of armed followers from the Baalbek 

clans, through the collective chants of the deprived, Sayyid al-Ṣadr set the tone for the last few 

years of his activist career, declaring that 

faith in God is what makes the believer feel uneasiness in the presence of suffering of those who 

suffer.
396

…How do I relax when every day in the South there is bombing? How do I relax when 

every day in the suburbs of Beirut there is displacement (tashrīd)? How do I relax when every 

day in this region [Baalbek] there is social problems? 

While calling for justice for all those who suffer in Lebanon, he specified the areas of his 

struggle in the misery belts of Beirut, Baalbek, and south Lebanon, the largest home to the 
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Lebanese Shī‘a. In an act of collective solidarity, he called on the enthusiastic crowds to raise 

their hands and repeat the infamous oath of the Movement of the Deprived after him: 

We swear by God the great, the noble Prophet, and honor of humanity to continue calling for the 

rights of the sect without fear, without retreat, without compromises. This is our covenant, honor, 

religion…we will stay the course, unify our efforts, and harmonize our positions —[die] martyrs 

for the sake of God, and God on what we say is witness; his angels are witnesses, his prophets are 

witnesses, and the souls of the martyrs, kind worshipers, and devoted…bear witness to that [we 

say]. We will stay on the side of rightfulness and [protect] the homeland; [we will] fight its 

enemies, oppose Israel, antagonize Israel’s friends, and antagonize those behind Israel [referring 

to the West]…
397

 

In several occasions leading to 1974, Mūsā al-Ṣadr began to emphasize the importance of 

acquiring arms to fight Israel. In an infamous speech, Sayyid Mūsā made his famous statement 

“arms are men’s decor.” These speeches in the 1970s, to be sure, signaled a transition from his 

more diplomatic tone to a language of power. His militant language enhanced his position among 

clans who took pride in their weapons and customs. Within few years, Mūsā al-Ṣadr attracted 

scores of “courageous people,” as Chamrān put it, from the region of Ba‘lbeck, after he had 

attracted the passions of his peasant followers in south Lebanon.398 

As the economic and political conditions forced the Shī‘a to migrate to Beirut, those 

mobilized among the Shī‘a took their newborn religious belief and social protest mentality with 

them. Charged against poverty, equipped with agitating discourses, and led by loyal religious 

followers, the Movement of the Deprived formed an umbrella cover for all those who desired to 

spread their religious views, even those clerics and religious activists who did not espouse the 

publicity that Mūsā al-Ṣadr displayed. Although they disagreed with his methods, they all 
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benefited from the political mantle that his movement provided. It is in between the spaces 

connecting the various religious projects, that the fields of activism and education took their 

initial forms. Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s well-established connections and association allowed for his 

project’s dominance in south Lebanon and Ba‘lbeck. In Beirut’s suburbs, however, where the 

deprived and marginalized Shī‘a resided, a distinct religious activity grew on the margins of the 

Movement of the Deprived, albeit with Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s tacit approval, despite his reservation on 

their withdrawal from open political action. This religious activity developed in mosques and 

religious fraternities, which flourished under the guidance of clerics, who returned from Iraq 

between the late 1960s and early 1970s, benefiting from increased funds of Shī‘ī expats in 

Africa. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I reconsidered the idea that Mūsā al-Ṣadr was just a social and political 

mobilizer who awakened the Shī‘a from a state of misrecognition to a state of awareness. Despite 

their correctness, similar claims often overlook his contributions to the religious field. The 

question “did Mūsā al-Ṣadr develop a religious project?” remained un-tackled in all studies on 

his project. Scholars like Ajami, Halawi, Norton, and Nasr, in fact, addressed the Weberian 

charisma of Mūsā al-Ṣadr emanating from his religious symbolism. All scholars discussed the 

reinterpretation of Shī‘ism from the angle of deploying the Karabalā’ paradigm in a manner 

similar to Sharī‘atī, who, as I mentioned in the previous chapter, shifted the narrative of Karbalā‘ 

from a mourning mode to an activist revolutionary mode. Understanding the coalescence of the 

massed around al-Ṣadr’s charisma leading to the formation of the movement of the deprived is 
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helpful to explain how Amal came to life and how is underwent transformation after his 

vanishing. 

Therefore, Mūsā al-Ṣadr, contrary to prevalent beliefs in academic works and public 

discourses, had a systematic religious project, similar to other scholars, often known as founders 

of Islamic activism in Lebanon like Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh and Muḥammad Mahdī 

Shams al-Dīn. The argument maintained that al-Ṣadr relied on religious symbolism to propel his 

social project, but he also worked closely through Ma‘had al-Dirāsāt al-Islāmiyya (Islamic 

Institute) and Mu’assasat Jabal ‘Āmil al-Mihaniyya (the Vocational School) on cultivating an 

ideological group. The religious school and the vocational school meant to serve two different 

goals. The seminary, for al-Ṣadr, sought to produce clerics with proper social understanding of 

religion, who would serve dispelling accumulated superstitions beliefs and inauthentic religious 

practices that developed in the absence of trained clerics. The Vocational Institute represented 

the activist heart of the Amal movement. Its graduates formed the religious core of the 

Movement of the Deprived, and the loyal guardians of the movement in the years that followed 

al-Ṣadr’s disappearance. Under the mentorship of Chamrān, its students received ideological 

training in circles that received education from several clerics in the community, but that 

particularly focused on popularizing the ideas of ‘Alī Sharī‘atī. 

Findings of this chapter contribute to understanding the origins phase of the Shī‘ī Islamic 

movement. The chapter reveals that the Amal movement was in fact at the center of the religious 

activity in the community. Several clerics began their education in Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s institutions, 

but later joined Hizbullah in 1982; that is after his disappearance. Biographies of these scholars 
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indicate that the source of inspiration for their burgeoning religiosity was Mūsā al-Ṣadr rather 

than other clerics, such as Faḍlullāh or Shams al-Dīn. In this sense, the chapter promotes the idea 

that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s activism, his connections, and his agenda facilitated the formation of not 

only the field of religious activism, but also the creation of the field of religious education. 

Unlike the belief that he ignored strict religious education, this chapter proposed that Mūsā al-

Ṣadr deployed and used were common narratives and themes that the generation of “political 

Shī‘ism” in the seminaries of Iraq and Iran produced. Moreover, the discussion of the chapter, 

however, explains how a charismatic discipleship burgeoned in the organization that Sayyid 

Mūsā founded. This group would resist the emerging Iranian hegemony after 1979s, despite their 

associated (rather than assimilation) with of Khomeinism as religious-political line. They would 

form one of the main barriers against an early Hizbullah domination over the Shī‘a in the early 

1980s. 

Thus, this chapter offers a first obvious, yet ignored, indicant that roots of religiosity and 

revolutionary Shī‘ism had existed a full decade before the Islamic revolution. This idea becomes 

more complete as I discuss, in the next chapter, the project of other clerics, particularly Faḍlullāh 

and Shams al-Dīn, whose foundational Islamic texts, which became part of the literature of the 

Islamic movement, appeared in Lebanon in the 1970s. 
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CHAPTER 5 

TWO ISLAMIC PARADIGMS BEFORE THE IRANIAN REVOLUTION: 

QUR’ĀNIC ISLAM AND THE DA‘WA 

In this chapter, I argue that rise of the Amal movement and the circumstances preceding 

and following its identity formation marked the beginning of open fragmentation inside the Shī‘ī 

community of religious activists. This was prior to the success of the Islamic Revolution in 1979. 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious project in Amal represented a break with both the religious tradition of 

the seminaries and the religious ideas of the Islamic Da‘wa Party (IDP).  

In Lebanon, a competition developed between the models of the Da‘wa and the Amal 

movement of activism. The two groups initially focused on recruiting from a shared pool of 

audience in the poverty-stricken neighborhoods and towns. The appearance of competing media 

outlets and the lack of coordination between religious formations indicated that the Shī‘ī 

movement had acquired a non-homogenous character as early as 1974. Arguably, many 

differences that shaped the relationship of Amal and Hizbullah in the 1980s were inherent from 

1970s’ identity formation of the Shī‘ī movement. While one could blame organizational and 

political differentiation on personal rivalries, on political affiliations, and on special interests, the 

development of different understandings of the “comprehensive way of life” that Islam 

presumably represents, in the view of the various Islamists, were symptomatic of more and 

deeper divisions.  

Upon its formation, the generation of “political Shī‘ism” of the 1950s and 1960s 

produced several groups with varying projects and discourses. These groups agreed on 

abandoning forms of public withdrawal of the Shī‘ī religious establishment from the political 
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field. They established a common ground that there is a need for an urgent reform and 

reinterpretation of Shī‘ī traditions and doctrines such as the narrative of Karbalā’ and the 

doctrine of the Mahdī. In their discourses, a shift took place from grief-laden sentiments to 

revolutionary and reformist modes. In their view, Islam offers solutions for many life problems. 

These groups, however, disagreed on defining the “Islamic way”. What is its scope? What are its 

sources? What is its timeline? What are its objectives? Who are its audience? The differences 

were often subtle and not easily distinguishable, mainly because the activists read, discussed, and 

utilized ideas from similar sources.  

Both groups, the Amal movement and the IDP employed religion and drew on Islamic 

traditions in their pursuit of social and political change. Both groups saw eminent threat in 

secularization projects promoted by the state. In what ways, then, did the Amal movement differ 

from the Islamic Da‘wa Party and its Khomeinid successors? Why did Mūṣā al-Ṣadr offer views 

that were different from his clerical peers in Lebanon, Iran, and Iraq, although he was a product 

of the same seminaries in Qom and Najaf? 

I answer these questions by examining two major paradigms of Islamic activism in Shī‘ī 

Lebanon, discussing two understandings of “authentic Islam.” I delve in depth into the first 

paradigm which is based on Mūsā al-Ṣādr’s conceptualization of al-Islām al-Qur’ānī (Qur’ānic 

Islam). Then, after unpacking and analyzing the ideas of Mūsā al-Ṣadr that the IDP deemed 

problematic, I compare Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s to the da‘wa paradigm adopted by the IDP mainly 

through the ideas of Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh. I address Faḍlullāh’s ideas because I 

consider him a proponent of the da‘wa paradigm in the field of Islamic activism. 
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I rely on a wide set of speeches, articles, sermons, lessons, and books that the ideologues 

circulated during the intellectual build up phase between 1969 and 1978.  Discourse about 

methods of Islamic activism appeared in the form of lectures and sermons in mosques, religious 

academies, and closed-circle lectures. Then I analyze Islamic periodicals from the same period, 

particularly, Ṣawt al-maḥrumīn, Ṣawt al-shabība al-muslima, and al-Munṭalaq to which young 

activists regularly contributed.399 The primary focus of discussion, Qur’ānic Islam, however, 

depends on a detailed analysis of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s speeches in the three days of deliberation in 

Amal’s foundation convention.400 Before getting into comparing the two paradigms of Islamic 

action and the two understandings of Islam, I begin my analysis by discussing the backdrop to 

the civil war focusing on the position of the Shī‘a in the unfolding events. Scholars and activists 

responded to the changing environment according to their location in the larger social field. 

The Shī‘a’s Path to the Civil War  

Following a mini civil war between the pan-Arab Nāṣirist camp and the Lebanese 

nationalist factions in 1958, Lebanon practically entered the stage of breakdown.401 Despite 

regime reforms between 1958 and 1964, new economic policies around the mid-1960s caused a 

disruption of the agricultural economy of the peasants in the peripheries.402 This peaked when 
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Lebanon’s oligarchs and political elites steered Lebanon’s economy towards banking services 

and tourism. The outcomes were grave for the middle and the small peasantry that relied on 

income from tobacco production, particularly in south Lebanon. Thousands of impoverished 

villagers migrated to the capital Beirut, where their new residence exposed them to their social 

misery relative to other citizens living the city.403 Tensions between rural and urban styles of life 

developed, in a time the city failed to accommodate the newcomers because of the worsening 

health of the Lebanese economy.404  

The tension in the development between the various lifestyles, occupations, and 

economic standards indicates that the civil war in Lebanon was a battle of warring social 

identities more than sectarian association and political inclination. To illustrate, in 1975, on the 

eve of the war, residents of the peripheries experienced a Lebanon that was immensely different 

from the one that the people of the center, in Mount Lebanon and Beirut had experienced, on the 

economic and social levels. The war, then, had clear class-based and cultural dimensions, 

manifested in sectarian terms. While the poor viewed the war as chance to reclaim their usurped 

rights from the rich, the privileged elites viewed it as a chance to “purify” Lebanon from the 

“foreigners.” These were not only Syrian workers and Palestinian refugees, but “otherized” 

Lebanese, the newcomers to Beirut, particularly the impoverished Shī‘a workers who resided in 
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poor areas where the shared misery with their Palestinians in refugee neighborhoods.405 The war 

was a corrective process that aimed at changing structural defects that accompanied the forging 

of the state of Greater Lebanon between 1920 (formation) and 1943 (independence). The 

secularist camp, represented by the Left and the Socialist Nationalists (SSNP), on its part, 

believed that the solution for Lebanon’s problems lies in the eradication of religion from the 

public sphere for that would ameliorate the sectarian crisis of Lebanon. The war that began as 

clash between the Left and the Right engaged groups and people with different project, hopes, 

and problems. War and battles, mixed with hunger and social destitution naturally changed the 

face of Shī‘ī social activism. For the leaders of Shī‘ī mobilization, war threatened to undo the 

gains that the sect acquired during the struggles of the 1960s. Naturally, Mūsā al-Ṣadr called 

upon his followers to bear arms, “the décor of men,” comparing it to “bearing the Qur’an.”406 

The militarization of the Shī‘a was far from random, as Mūsā al-Ṣadr had a plan, in which the 

Palestinian heavily invested as they trained the Shī‘ī youth since 1973.407 

The Age of Amal and the emergence of Shī‘ī militancy 

On July 6, 1975, a rumbling sound shook the surroundings of Ba‘lbeck. The news broke 

out that an explosion in ‘Ayn al-Bnayyih in the Brītāl area claimed the lives of more than two 

dozens of Shī‘ī cadres who were present in a covert military camp. The number of “martyrs” and 

the overall weight of the event forced Sayyid Mūsā to unveil the existence of a military wing of 
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the Movement of the Deprived.408 The event forced Mūsā al-Ṣadr to declare Afwāj al-

Muqāwama al-Lubnāniyya (Amal, previously known only as Ḥarakat al-Maḥrūmīn). 

The Amal movement went public in 1975 after its initial formation in closed training 

camps in 1973.409 Lebanon’s political factions received the announcement of the Amal militia 

with shock, suspicion, and many questions. For Sayyid Mūsā, it was a crucial moment that he 

could no more evade. No matter how convincing he was for his opponents as a moderate cleric in 

the past, the armament of his protest movement made him look less neutral than ever. While it 

granted him a strong arm to empower his helpless community, there was little room left for him 

for political maneuvering, given the levels of polarization in the country. Mūsā al-Ṣadr attempted 

to portray the Amal movement as a resistance group that he architected to fight Israel, or a 

middle current in Lebanese politics, but the fact remained that many of his followers carried 

arms and participated alongside the Left against the Christian Right wing militias. 

Before the formation of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s Movement of the Deprived, Shī‘ī youth were 

divided roughly between secular parties and feudalist leaders, whereas the majority of the 

ordinary Shī‘a were disinterested in politics. From the Communist Party to the Ba‘th Party, the 

politicized among the Shī‘ī youth constituted the popular reservoir of the mushrooming militant 

wings of secular parties. The growing presence of the Left in the Shī‘ī houses and the lack of a 

purely Shī‘ī activist representation that could weave the dreams of the polarized youth became 
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major concerns for Mūsā al-Ṣadr. These concerns, along with the rising military resistance 

against Israel, in fact, sped up the formation of Amal between 1973 and 1974.  

On the event of civil war, in a context of Arab-Israeli conflict, Sayyid Mūsā sought 

support from Yāsir ‘Arafat to establish a Shī‘ī militia. ‘Arafat realized the sensitivity and vitality 

of befriending rather than antagonizing the rising Shī‘ī tide that Mūsā al-Ṣadr led. Soon Yāsir 

‘Arafat established contacts with Sayyid Mūsā (circa. 1971).410 In the following years, the two 

men would develop strong relationship that deteriorated between 1976 and 1977, in the midst of 

disagreements on how to handle war developments.411 However, relations would resume, albeit 

coldly, after 1977, in the shared space of resistance against Israel in south Lebanon, although 

both Amal and Fatah had become two different entities in the context of the ongoing Lebanese 

civil war.  

The explosion of ‘Ayn al-Bnayyih clearly indicated that Mūsā al-Ṣādr and with him the 

Shī‘a moved from the stage of social and political mobilization demanding social justice in 

Lebanon to military forms of mobilization. New organizational structures developed, new 
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discourses formed, and new enemies emerged. The formation of Amal, however, instigated a 

reaction not only from original doubters and detractors from both Left and Right, but also from 

the religious currents that loathed Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s reluctance to adopt an open Islamic da‘wa that 

would seek to establish an Islamic state after building an authentic Islamic personality in society.  

The announcement of the Movement of the Deprived in 1974 mobilized not only the lay 

of the community but also the various da‘wa groups. It forced an early interaction of the IDP, 

which was in a phase of internal religious cultivation of its own activists, with the community 

that it planned to indoctrinate over stages of Islamic activity. In this context, the appearance of 

the Da‘wa after the crystallization of the Movement of the Derived forced the inherent 

differences between two mentalities of activism and paradigms of religious calling to go public. 

The da‘wa going public 

Between 1971 and 1974, several religious circles spread across an axis of mosques, 

schools, and ḥusayniyyas. Despite the spread of mosque circles, seminaries, cultural committees, 

and Islamic charitable organizations, boundaries separating religious circles were porous and 

membership was still fluid.412 Attendants of one mosque often visited another in pursuit of 

learning and out of curiosity about ideas of the new line of mosque Imams that began to appear 

in the Shī‘ī neighborhoods. The establishment of the Movement of the Deprived in 1974, 
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however, was a turning point. Many religiously committed youth came forward between 1974 

and 1975 to join the increasingly popular movement of Mūsā al-Ṣadr.  

The initial popularity of the idea of the Movement of the Deprived led to a demarcation 

in the internal boundaries in the Shī‘ī community, intensifying internal competition among 

clerics and groups over the religious method that the activist should follow. The fiercest 

competition for the Movement of the Deprived or the Amal movement (as it became popular 

after 1975) came from the religious circles whose members revolved around clerics coming from 

Najaf. Main figures of this network of circles, until the time when Amal appeared, were 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh (d. 2010), Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn (d. 2001), Ḥasan 

‘Awwād, and ‘Alī al-Kūrānī. 

Before the foundation of the Movement of the Deprived, religious youth from various 

circles tacitly cooperated, and their interactions with Mūsā al-Ṣadr were natural given the porous 

boundaries inside the community of the religious. However, after its formation, every group felt 

the need to define itself against its closest other. Clerics and groups competed over ownership of 

ideas and authority construction processes increased. Hence, the founding of the Movement of 

the Deprived increased differentiation among those who existed outside Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network 

and provoked the formation of new activist project independent from his movement. 

Between 1974 and 1978, the rise of the Movement of the Deprived and the break out of 

the Lebanon’s civil war in 1975 forced several factions of the Shī‘ī movement to go public with 

their religious discourses and organizations. When Mūsā al-Ṣadr began to rally his men in 

massive demonstrations leading to the announcement of the Movement of the Deprived (the 



 

190 

 

Amal movement) in 1974, the IDP sped up their public appearance in Lebanon during the same 

year. The two events, IDP and the Movement of the Deprived’s formations, were not separate. 

The IDP members were attentive to Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his movement’s developments. Members 

of IDP were present in the demonstrations and most naturally felt the shift in public mood that 

approved of Sayyid Mūsā’s discourses and activities; they sensed the people’s acceptance of and 

aspiration for public activism. Recruiting activists and popularizing their view, nonetheless, 

required expanding their network. Hence, in 1974, the IDP founded several organizations such as 

the Union of Muslim Students (UMS) and the Association of Religious Education (Jam‘iyyat al-

Ta‘līm al-Dīnī).  While the IDP came out after the declaration of the Movement of the Deprived 

in 1974, the UMS published their mouthpiece periodical, namely al-Munṭalaq, one year after the 

Amal movement started publishing Ṣawt al-maḥrūmīn in 1976.413 The Da‘wa’s going-public 

process was tied to the public appearance of the Movement of the Deprived in the 1974. 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr could not have evaded the fragmentation in the community, for he could 

not cater to the various Islamist mentalities spreading in the Shī‘ī spheres from Iran to Iraq and 

Lebanon. His gaze was set on the socio-political position of Lebanese Shī‘a, whereas his Shī‘ī 

competitors were focused on how to integrate them within the larger pan-Islamic movement. In 
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al-Ṣadr’s view, organizing the youth in the Amal movement was as pressing as he began to sense 

the drift of Shī‘ī youth towards leftist militant organizations.414 

Throughout his Lebanese career, the religious symbolism and the political stature of 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr forced all his Shī‘ī proponents as well as Shī‘ī opponents to his shadows. The 

IDP’s relations with Mūsā al-Ṣadr were seemingly friendly, but being unable to steer the 

direction of his movement towards Islamization, they intentionally ignored his presence that 

overshadowed theirs or alienated themselves from his program. To be sure, despite his 

overwhelming influence, Sayyid Mūsā did not maintain any direct influence within their 

religious spaces and ideas. Articles in al-Munṭalaq which first appeared in 1977, for instance, 

ignored Mūsā al-Ṣadr despite his emergence as the most powerful Shī‘ī leader in the life of the 

community of the time.  

During the 1970s, the rise of Lebanese branch of the IDP, moreover, benefited from the 

exodus of clerical students from Iraq. Between 1971 and 1977, many clerical students and 

religious activists left Iraq to Lebanon and gulf countries.415 The arrival of activists to Lebanon 

increased the presence of Shī‘ī clerics among the lay and contributed to the appearance of new 

mosques, educational institutions, seminaries, student groups, and ḥusayniyyas. Religious 

students and Imams, “men of mosques,” in the early 1970s, filled a gap that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s busy 
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schedule had created since the creation of SISC.  While many of the returning clerics joined 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network, a core group was closer to the IDP. Most prominent of the returnees 

were an IDP leader ‘Alī al-Kūrānī and several students of Bāqir al-Ṣadr.416 One senior example 

of Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s students was ‘Abbās al-Mūsawī, who swiftly established a ḥawza in Ba‘lbeck 

in 1977. He and his students would play a major role in spreading the ideas of Bāqir al-Ṣadr. 

Mūsāwī would operate within the Amal movement following a presumed recommendation by 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr. Most of his students would follow him into Hizbullah in 1982. 

The IDP organizations continued to distance themselves from Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s project 

practically until his disappearance in 1978, when, perhaps, the Da‘wa leadership made a bid to 

inherit Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s massive legacy.417 Most of the interactions between the two groups 

remained formal and maintained public respect. Moreover, the formation of distinct religious 

publications implied the formation of separate religious or political agendas. By the arrival of the 

1980, the Shī‘ī literary field saw the publication of at least five journals and periodicals.418 Tens 

of Shī‘ī books, moreover, circulated, covering relevant topics for the Islamic movement, such as 

methods of Islamic action and Islamic behaviors.  

                                                 

416
 ‘Alī al-Kūrānī is a controversial cleric. He was in the IDP in Iraq, Kuwait and Lebanon. Then he adopted 
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417
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Both parties, the IDP and Amal, sought to mobilize the Shī‘a and to change their fortunes 

in Lebanon. Both Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the Da‘wa appeared to differ in terms of their 

methodologies. The differences in their ways, however, were deeper and more ideological than 

the suggested narrative of both Amal’s and Hizbullah’s propaganda today. 

Different meanings of the “Islamic way” 

The presence of multiple Islamic visions, accordingly, suggest that the political Shī‘ism 

project that emerged in the 1950s had furnished several context-based models. There were those 

who believed in an international form of Shī‘ism and wanted to apply it without modifications 

like the branches of the IDP. There were the scholars who revolved in the IDP’s orbit of ideas 

and organizations in Iraq, and who migrated to Lebanon in the 1970s, such Faḍlullāh and Shams 

al-Dīn.419 On the other hand, there were Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his companions who understood the 

limitations of the Shī‘ī sect in Lebanon differently on the educational, geographic, and economic 

levels. Unlike his Shī‘ī competitors, who believed in gradualism (marḥaliyya) in activism that 

starts with a quiet cultivation phase, Mūsā al-Ṣadr was active in the public sphere through the 

1960s and 1970s. He manipulated the sectarian balance and solicited state development 

programs, benefitting from utilitarian political alliances in times of clashes among the factions of 

the Lebanese political elites.420  

                                                 

419
 It worth nothing  that the latter shifted to Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network maintaining his da‘wa-like intellectual 
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420
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194 

 

The “vision” of Sayyid Mūsā, including his plan for the Shī‘a in Lebanon, alarmed and 

raised concerns among the various Shī‘ī factions.  As a result, new social movements opposed to 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr, particularly the da‘wa current came to life in a context of sectarian conflicts, 

military clashes, and secular calling around the mid-1970s. Differentiation between Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

and other Shī‘a remained tacit for most of the early 1970s. In 1976, however, during the first 

congress of the Amal movement, religious and ideological differentiation among the various 

Shī‘ī religious factions went public, signaling that Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the Amal movement 

represented a different paradigm of Islamic action that the faction of Islamic da‘wa did not 

sanction. 

The Amal Movement and “Cultural Islam” 

In May 1976, within three days of deliberations during the final meeting of the first 

congress of Movement of the Deprived (Ḥarakat al-Maḥrūmīn), Sayyid Mūsā delineated the 

ideology and program of his movement.  His speeches touched upon factors that, in his view, 

contributed to the formation of deprivation. These factors include sectarianism, colonialism, and 

imperialism. Most importantly, his speeches opened up debates on the strong religious-

ideological dimension and religious identity of the Amal movement.421   

The essence of Sayyid Mūsā’s view bore resemblance to the ideas of Martin Luther’s 

reformation. To Illustrate, Sayyid Mūsā based the ideology of the movement on direct faith in 

God through the Qur’ān rather than clerical mediation. This ideological vision naturally laid the 

                                                 

421
 A collection of notes of Amal’s convention and al-Ṣadr’s views on creed can be found in Bannūt, Ḥarakat Amal, 

41-53. 



 

195 

 

seeds of fragmentation in the Shī‘ī activist community, as the dominant clerical da‘wa current 

was likely to oppose Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s proposal. Like Luther, the Catholic priest who opposed his 

Catholic Church, Mūsā al-Ṣadr the graduate of both Najaf and Qom openly warned against the 

role of clerics in distorting peoples’ beliefs.422 

Documents from the first Amal’s congress indicate that the speeches stirred discussions 

among the participants in the meetings. Debates apparently erupted between emerging radicals 

calling for a clearer religious identity and secularists who touted a less religious one that could fit 

the diverse audience of the Movement of the Deprived.423 Several religious enthusiasts 

expressed their concerns about the looseness of the religious terminology of the speeches of 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr.424  Participants’ emphasis on the ideological dimension of the platform of the 

Amal movement was indicative of serious internal dissatisfaction within the movement 

concerning the ambiguity of religious identity of Sayyid Mūsā’s religious project. Discussions, 

moreover, were more concerned with the religious identity of the community that the Amal 

movement increasingly represented. His initial response to the queries about the Amal 

movement’s Islamic character was remarkable, stating that the Islam of Amal is an “Islam 

according to [his] interpretation,”425 or a “Qur’ānic Islam.” The clerical community naturally 
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received the speech with discomfort viewing the proposed ideology of Amal as unconventional 

and packed with ambiguities and uncertainties. 

In fact, Mūsā al-Ṣadr attempt to promote this ideology because of the varying levels of 

religious commitment in Amal. In that regard, al-Ṣadr succeed, as the “Qur’ānic Islam” ideology 

meant many things for the various groups in the movement, allowing for Amal to be an 

unmbrella organization. This was the hope Mūsā al-Ṣadr to make it accommodate various 

political and social mentalities that had joined the proto-Movement of the Deprived since 

1970.426 The model of “Qur’ānic Islam”, thus, meant to accommodate the radical member of 

Amal who seeks to Islamize society by empowering it. It also meant to satisfy the liberal 

religious activist who seeks to empower society by instilling the ethos of Islam in it. Since his 

arrival to Lebanon, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s project was always a mix of religious education and social 

mobilization.  

The two mentalities and orientations, liberal and radical, however, came across each 

other within the Amal organization after the general congress in 1976. Mūsā al-Ṣadr designed his 

pragmatic speeches mainly to appease all the worldviews around him, but this served only to stir 

more controversy, confusion, and estrangement of the Amal movement in the Islamic milieu in 

the subsequent years. The conceptualization of “Islam as a Qur’ānic culture” allowed Mūsā al-

Ṣadr to emerge as a leader of radicals who admired him and a president of liberals who shared 
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interests of empowering the sect with him. Mūsā al-Ṣadr, however, relied on his personal 

charisma to bring them together, whereas, Qur’ānic Islam was more of an attractive slogan for 

Christians than the radical Islamists. The tensions inside Amal that appeared since 1976 had 

existed before that date in the emerging religious field, reflecting different religious mentalities. 

These differences would not fade away in the subsequent years as the radical current gained 

momentum towards the late 1970s. 

Qur’ānic Islam, towards a “cultural” understanding of Islam 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s legal-religious views had always proven to be unconventional in a 

progressive manner, and at times pragmatic in an indecisive way, particularly in areas of fasting, 

human rights, women’s rights, and personal status laws. In his justification of polygamy, for 

example, Sayyid Mūsā confirmed its legality based on a clear text in the Qur’ān.427 He, 

nevertheless, suggested that a state-sanctioned legal court could prohibit polygamy under 

justified conditions associated with the social context (social unacceptability or violation of the 

Qur’ānic condition of justice).428 To be sure, his progressive views would have irritated 

conservatives in the Shī‘ī ‘movement, but these views did not raise objections inside the Shī‘ī 

community mostly because Sayyid Mūsā was catering for a larger non-Shī‘ī audience in 

Lebanon through lectures on university campuses. Thus, there appears to be a level of selectivity 

in how to address the various audience to whom he gave his lectures.  Mūsā al-Ṣadr, who 

reportedly was a mujtahid, did not present himself as a marja‘ whose views would be binding to 
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the followers. In fact, he openly asked his followers to follow Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm and, after the 

latter’s death, Abū al-Qāsim al-Khū’ī in religious matters. This approach of decoupling religion 

and politics, by asking followers to follow a marja‘ in religious minus political matters, 

practically ended during Amal’s first congress in 1976 when he called for Islam according to his 

Qur’ānic interpretation. His promotion of the idea of “Qur’ānic Islam” opened up debates about 

the nature of his Islamic vision, which he proposed as the Amal movement’s identity. Fouad 

Ajami reports that Ḥusayn al-Mūsawī, the Amal official who formed the Islamic Amal 

movement and joined Ḥizbullah in 1982, informed him that Mūsā al-Ṣadr spoke of “Qur’ānic 

Islam” as a response to secularist tendencies that spread within Amal.429 Ḥusayn al-Mūsāwī, 

certainly, attempted to say that Mūsā al-Ṣadr offered a religious project that did not persist under 

his predecessor Nabīh Birrī; hence justifying his move to found the Islamic Amal group as a 

corrective action from within the Amal movement.430 While the Islamists’ claim that Amal did 

not meet the conditions in order to be considered purely Islamist, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s adoption of the 

Qur’ān as the foundation of the ideology of Amal was part of an Islamic vision for the 

movement.431 

Why did Mūsā al-Ṣadr offer the Qur’ānic Islam ideology that many deemed problematic 

and loosely Islamic? His proposition of Islam as a culture and a way of life based on the Qur’ān 

offered a system of authentication that evades restrictions imposed on his activity by works of 
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theologians and jurists who lived in different social contexts and under different political 

circumstances. In front of a large audience in the convention, Sayyid Mūsā explained this 

preference of relying on the Qur’ān: 

Faith in God, in certain circumstances, entails disbelief in clerics, when they are deviant from 

God’s path…when we look at Islam in its Qur’ānic meaning, not in the conventional way, thus 

taking exclusion of theological debates and jurisprudential discussions. This means that we do not 

want to commit to books and research works in jurisprudence, theology, and dialectics432 

In his mind, jurisprudence and theology impede inclusion processes for they magnify 

differences among Muslim sects and legal schools; much of the jurisprudence available to us, in 

his view, came from scholars who lived in different contexts and under different circumstances. 

In al-Ṣadr’s theory, Qur’ānic Islam is a pure system of faith that does not dwell on problematic 

theological problems and jurisprudential details. 

His methodology gave primacy to the Qur’ān over all other sources. His approach was 

more of “Qur’ān first” rather than a “Qur’ān only” that often characterizes the Qur’ānists (al-

Qur’āniyyūn).433 Qur’ānism by modern academic standards constitutes a spectrum of positions 

towards the primacy of the Qur’ān over other forms of Islamic traditions. Hence, Qur’ānists are 

those who prefer to rely on the Qur’ān and reject the blind adherence to the contents and 

methodologies of reading and evaluating the Ḥadīth. Mūsā al-Ṣadr certainly did not dismiss the 

Ḥadīth literature in its entirety as a legitimate source of law, but he avoided it. Using Jonathan 
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Brown’s articulation of similar positions of the Qur’ānists, one can say that Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

“avoided the use of these sources in his discussions of Islamic law and dogma.”434  

According to a similar definition, Mūsā al-Ṣadr belonged to the Islamic modernism camp. 

This Qur’ānic tendency was not new in the twentieth century. The Qur’ānists had appeared as 

early as the late nineteenth century with the likes of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān (d. 1898) in India.435 

Like all modernists and reformists, the Qur’ānists constitute a wide spectrum of ideas and 

methods.  

In harmony with his pronounced Qur’ānist tendencies, rarely did Mūsā al-Ṣadr refer to a 

prophetic ḥadīth in his lectures. His later series on the Tafsīr of the Qur’ān did not seem to 

situate the Qur’ān in its historical moment or contextualize the Qur’ānic experience through 

linking it to the “occasions of revelation.” The approach of Mūsā al-Ṣadr resembled the ideas and 

even themes of influential figures of the Iranian nationalist-religious movement since the late 

1940s, Maḥmūd Ṭāliqānī and Mahdī Bāzargān. The three scholars (al-Ṣadr, Bāzirgān, and 

Ṭāliqānī) wrote on science and Islam, and all dwelled extensively on the Qur’ān, while allowing 

a secondary role for the Prophetic traditions. While Shī‘ī jurists generally put the Qur’ān first, 

above other source of law, in the process of ijtihād, this tendency was more glaring in  Mūṣā al-

Ṣadr’s and Ṭaliqānī’s approaches. Most certainly, they all believed, particularly Bāzargān and 
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Mūsā al-Ṣadr, as well as ‘Alī Sharī‘atī, that the preoccupation of the clerics with jurisprudence 

over the centuries contributed to the social decadence.436 

A closer look at the writings of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, the graduate of the Rationalist-’Uṣūlī 

school of law, and a jurist by training, suggests that his intention was not to abandon his 

tradition. His concern was more with strict obedience of religious scholars to problematic 

sources and archaic principles of law in the name of protecting the tradition, a task he believed 

that he could accomplish though reliance on the Qur’ān.  The pragmatism and selectivity of 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr situates him in a gray area. If we considered Bāqir al-Ṣadr a reformist, and viewed 

Aḥmad Khān or Mahdī Bāzargān as modernists, then Mūsā al-Ṣadr most definitely lied between 

the two camps. He belonged to an overlapping Qur’ānic-Legal space. Unlike the Qur’ānists, 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr selectively fell back to the Shī‘ī historical sources, particularly when he dealt with 

the narratives of Karbalā’, for instance. 

Similarly, authenticity in Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s Qur’ānist project meant that he relied on the 

Qur’ān before all other sources of religion.437 In his view, Islam in its purist Qur’ānic form 

represents the authentic Islam that could rule according to the principles of justice and that seeks 

to empower the powerless across the globe irrespective of sect and social class.438 Mūsā al-

Ṣadr’s views of “Qur’ānic Islam” and the Qur’ānic spirit of religion that he briefly mentioned, in 
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addition to his idea that the Deprived of the world are one sect unified by misery and oppression, 

resembled the ideas of liberation theology movements in Latin America.439  

Qur’ānic Islam and sectarianism 

While it is not definite how Mūsā al-Ṣadr developed his “Qur’ān first” views, Mūsā al-

Ṣadr’s Qur’ānism sought to forge a movement identity that could thrive in a sectarian Lebanese 

context. Mūsā al-Ṣadr knew that following a literal Islam that forces Christians, for example, to 

pay religious taxes in a state based on Islamic law would not pass in a diverse society like 

Lebanon. By avoiding the discourse of legal Islam, Qur’ānic Islam of Amal offered an Islam that 

would allow Lebanese Christians, for instance, to be part of the Movement of the Deprived, as 

much as Marxism as an ideology would allow Muslims and Christians to join the Communist 

party.440 In fact, Sayyid Mūsā had always stressed on good relations with the Sunnis and 

Christians. In the city of Tyre, for example, he called upon the Shī‘a to interact with the 

Christians and Sunnis without any discrimination.441 Thus, Mūsā al-Ṣadr attempted to offer a 

socially responsive version of Islam. He wanted an Islam that does not alienate non-Muslims in 

society, for he naturally wanted to the Shī‘a to be treated as equals in Lebanon. Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

ultimate purpose from proposing this form of Islam was to offer an inclusive Islamic model. 
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The second problem that he saw in traditional forms of Islam (schools or madhāhib), is 

the excessive institutionalization of religion, which accumulated, over time, profits, inalienable 

endowments (awqāf), negativities, and positivities.442 The Islam that he wanted as a system of 

belief is neither a racist nor institutionalized and that does not serve the interests of the 

opportunists. 

Aside from the political and sectarian calculations, Mūsā al-Ṣadr appears to be a believer 

in the primacy of the Qur’ān above all sources as I mentioned above. Thus, in the educational 

lectures that he offered in his schools and seminary, he cites several hadīths attributed to the 

Prophet to confirm his belief that the Qur’ān is the safest and purist way to understand the 

authentic faith.443 

Preaching Qur’ānic Islam in the community 

Following the 1976 convention, the Amal movement intensified its cultural and 

educational lectures, mainly through Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his close assistants. In the years following 

the formation of Amal in 1974, the core of Sayyid Mūsā’s religious lectures, in fact, relied on 

Qur’ānic exegesis, including his ideological lectures. These lectures and sermons appeared in 

closed circles. The Amal movement finally published these lecture in the year 2000.444 
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Unique to these lectures was Sayyid Mūsā’s focus on spirituality and metaphysical 

concepts in the Qur’ān. These topics, in general, served faith development but avoided legal 

discussions. For instance, Mūsā al-Ṣadr discussed the concept of jinn in the Qur’ān and the 

people’s false understanding of this concept. In his Islamic view, [we] humans believe that the 

world of the jinn exists, simply because the Qur’ān mentions it, thus, he leaves them outside his 

social discussions. Accordingly, Mūsā al-Ṣadr rejects exegeses that visualize jinn.  What is 

important for al-Ṣadr is not to avoid the metaphysical but to reject the superstitious rendering of 

it.445 In various accounts, Mūsā al-Ṣadr does assert the importance of blind faith in the “unseen” 

(al-ghayb).446 Unlike modernist exegesis, al-Ṣadr’s modernism did not attempt to rationalize the 

unseen. He suggests that only the Qur’ān determines the limits of our knowledge about all that is 

hidden and unknown. He proposes that not everything that we know beyond the bounds of the 

Qur’ān, therefore, could be trusted.447 Mūsā al-Ṣadr, the legal theorist by training, and modernist 

by tendencies, moreover, showed no lack of ability in offering rational approaches and scientific 

discussion.448   

Still his lectures reveal that he wanted to establish an Islamic personality rooted in the 

Qur’an, or a Qur’anic personality. Unlike Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Faḍlullāh whose authentication 

relied on selective Islamic traditions calling for an Islamic personality based on the example of 
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the prophetic da‘wa, in addition to the Qur’ān, Sayyid Mūsā attempted to create a ‘Qur’anic 

space’, devoid of historical-sectarian constraints, inherent in the reliance on Islamic traditions. 

His excessive return to the Qur’ān amounted to a pure instance of religious authentication, 

whereas the Qur’ān replaced the other tradition as a primary source of authentication and 

building the Islamic personality. 

Circulation of Qur’ānic Islam 

The Qur’ānic interpretations that the religious cadre of the movement adopted, mostly 

came from several lectures that al-Ṣadr gave to closed circles of followers from two main 

institutions, namely the Islamic Institute in Tyre and the Vocational Institute in Tyre’s 

suburbs.449 Attendants of the religious studies in these institutions, many of whom were 

members of  the cultural office of Amal under the direct supervision of Mūsā al-Ṣadr and 

Muṣṭafā Chamrān, would transfer this religious education to the newcomers into activism in the 

Shī‘ī towns and villages.450 Proximity of activists to Mūsā al-Ṣadr often led to the formation of a 

strong following for Amal in his followers’ hometowns. It was natural, thus, that the province of 

Tyre, where most of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s formative activity unfolded became the major breeding 

ground for Amal movement’s ideas. Available documents from the archives of the Amal 
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movement reveal how the cultural officers and organizing leaders of the movement drafted the 

programs of the local units based on their understanding of Sayyid Mūsā’s thought.451  

The significance of the Qur’ān in Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s thought 

His shift towards excessive reliance on Qur’ān, however, materialized in a time of a 

sectarian war. The Qur’ānic ideology or Islam as a culture, devoid of problematic theology and 

jurisprudence of sects and factions, was meant to serve as a neutral agent in times of sectarian 

conflict. By calling for more reliance on the Qur’an than dependence of books of jurisprudence, 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr practically was hoping for a non-sectarian movement of “clerics without turbans,” 

or for preachers, whose training in the seminaries did not enclose them in scholastics tendencies 

devoid of social consciousness.452  

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s effectiveness in Amal’s circles, nonetheless, failed in the domain of 

creating a “charismatic” system that could routinize his authority in his absence. Experience of 

the Shī‘a and the Lebanese with the Amal movement indicate that it did not follow the guideline 

that he attempted to instill, specifically after his disappearance in the 1978. For a Weberian 

perspective, the Amal movement lacked a unified charismatic discipleship that would carry on 

his project. 
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 Thus, unlike his calls for a Qur’ānic culture, after his disappearance, Amal emerged as a 

militia that engaged several sects in battles, and by 1984, the Amal movement of Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

dominated the war frontiers against the Christians, Sunnis, and the Druze in the context of the 

bloody way. All that remained from his legacy by 1979 were slogans and provocative memory 

that still shone in banners and posters in which his picture never aged. While his radical 

followers often spoke of the Qur’ānic Islam on pulpits of mosques and ḥusayniyyas, the political 

leaders of Amal did not implement al-Ṣadr’s main objective of making Amal inclusive to new-

coming deprived people from other sects. Amal emerged as an extremely sectarian political 

organization in the Lebanese political scene, for reasons that have nothing to do with the ideas of 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr but mostly for the lack of a strong ideology that acted as glue for all the mentalities 

that his movement attracted. This meant that in the absence of the charisma of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, the 

proposed Amal ideology, that was neither Islamic nor secular, but rather Qur’ānic, failed to offer 

a lasting glue. 

Final remarks on al-Ṣadr’s paradigm 

Further glance at these speeches indicates that Mūsā al-Ṣadr sensed a mounting need to 

defend the religious ideology of his movement. This observation serves to corroborate that 

religion had become a core element of the Shī‘a’s revival by 1976. The religious factor became a 

reality to the extent that any uncertain position about the role of religion in the life of the Shī‘ī 

community would place the occupant of this position, even someone of the stardom of Sayyid 

Mūsā, under the radar of lurking religious agent provocateurs within the Shī‘ī movement at 
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large.453 The Amal movement held the first convention in a moment when many in the 

community believed in the need of coming forward with a clear religious identity. 

Packed with pragmatic ideals, despite their apparent simplicity, the speeches laid out 

complex foundations for what a al-Ṣadr promoted as movement charged with revolutionary 

sentiments, religiosity, and collective solidarity. The Amal movement emerged as a movement 

laden with broad ideas ranging from interests in emancipating the poor to objectives of 

protecting the Shī‘ī sect without looking sectarian.  

 A simplistic hybrid entity, the Amal movement resembled Sayyid Mūsā’s broad 

message. The choice was of creating a movement rather than an institution, an educated class, or 

an elitist party. Amal emanated from Sayyid Mūsā’s desire to forge a pragmatic and flexible 

organization that could incorporate the masses, serve them, and identify with their struggles.454 

Like SISC, it was a movement that sought to “organize the affairs” of the deprived, irrespective 

of their sect, but ended up mobilizing the masses through a particularistic Shī‘ī message.455  

Aside from internal discussions with Amal on the authenticity of the movement’s 

discourse, several clerics and founding cadres of militant Islamic factions outside Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

network, such as Hānī Faḥṣ (d. 2014) and Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh opposed Sayyid Mūsā’s 

promotion of SISC, for they considered it sectarian in essence. They objected to his implicit 

                                                 

453
 By Shī‘ī movement at large I refer to the Amal movement (Movement of the Deprive) and other religious circles 

including Faḍlullāḥ, Shams al-Dīn, and others who came from Iraq between 1966 and 1974. 

454
 Bannūt, Ḥarakat Amal. 

455
 Bannūt, Ḥarakat Amal. 
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acceptance of religious sectarianism, particularly the categorical distinction between the various 

sects of Islam. They preferred a unified Sunni-Shī‘ī council to a Supreme Islamic Shī‘ī Council 

(SISC). Then they viewed Sayyid Mūsā’s cultural program as broad and loosely knit. They 

expressed that Sayyid Mūsā’s lack of interest in strict religious program was the main cause of 

their attempt to decouple their activism from his influence.456 According to Hānī Faḥṣ, for 

instance, Mūsā al-Ṣādr’s prudence foresaw the future of Lebanon while his opponents realized it 

a decade later.457 

The Da‘wa and the Other Meaning of Cultural Renewal 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr had envisioned Amal as an organizing body for the masses that 

complements the work of SISC. Unlike his call for Islam as culture and spirit of interaction in 

social, political and even military affairs, the term da‘wa evolved from focusing on educating the 

elites, yet by and through the eyes the masses, to a later stage when da‘wa summons the masses 

to the practice of a desired form of Islam. The religious call, which scholars who came from 

Najaf’s seminaries, like Faḍlullāh, Ḥasan ‘Awwād, Shams al-Dīn, and ‘Alī al-Kūrānī had 

promoted since the 1960s, was a project that sought to construct a new Islamic vanguard.458 

A most vocal voice of this difference about the identity in the community was 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh. The words of Faḍlullāh in various texts often sum up the 

                                                 

456
 See Fakhr, Anīs al-Naqqāsh, asrār khalf al-astār: a biography; Adnan Fahs, Al-Imām al-Ṣadr: al-sīra wa-al-

fikr, 1969-1975 (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr al-‘Arabī, 1996). 

457
 Fahs, Al-Imām al-Ṣadr: al-sīra wa-al-fikr, 1969-1975, 40. 

458
 Shams al-Dīn would eventually join Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network by 1975, maintaining many of his strong 

connections to the Najafi tradition of Islamic activism. 
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differences between the “vision” of Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the Islamic Da‘wa organized project.  For 

instance, in his discussion of the steps towards perfecting the call for Islam, in Khuṭuwāt ‘alā 

ṭarīq al-Islām, Faḍlullāh proposes that “the plan [of summoning for Islam] in some stages 

requires a cultural work, in other stages requires political work, and in certain circumstance 

charitable activity.” In this statement, nothing seems to be different from the methodology of 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr who established his network based on these three components: educational 

activity, charities, and the movement of political demand. Faḍlullāh’s main difference becomes 

clear in the following statement in which he argues, “If we mixed these activities in one stage, 

then it would be natural that we succumb to chaotic methods and chaotic results as well.”459 

Faḍlullāh and the Da‘wa’s activists did not question, at least publicly, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious 

commitment or credentials. However, from the outset, they often pinpointed that the Amal 

movement lacked a unified organization and, most importantly, Mūsā al-Ṣādr’s plan of action 

was ad hoc, if not random. 

 In fact, Faḍlullāh’s speech reflects the actual progress of the IDP’s network.  Between the 

late 1960s and the early 1970s, the organization focused on religious education. It was in this 

period that the movement circulated Islamic concepts and discourses, a way of Islamic action 

that was based on the Islamic experience in Iraq, through its Sunni and Shī‘ī halves. The sudden 

exodus of Iraqi clerics and religious activists from Iraq to Lebanon, under dire conditions and the 

eruption of the civil war in Lebanon, however, triggered an urgent modification in the 

movement’s plans. In 1974, as I mentioned above, the movement went public and the phase of 
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 Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh, Khuṭwāt ‘alā ṭarīq al-Islām [Steps on the path of Islam] (Beirut, Lebanon: Dār 

al-Ta‘āruf, 1986), 13. 
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political activism officially began. Despite the civil war and violent condition surrounding, the 

factions of the Da‘wa did not officially move to the phase of militant activism, which often takes 

place in the third period. However, in 1976, in a Lebanese context of raging battles, the scholars 

of the Da‘wa called for bearing arms, duplicating the calls of Mūsā al-Ṣadr to “bear arms like 

bearing the Qur’ān.” Similarly, they claimed that the armament was for self-defense reasons.460 

Although the Da‘wa did not openly adopt a militant stance, the majority of its militarization went 

through the organizational bodies of both Amal movement and the Fatah movement. The 

entrance of the Da‘wa to the Amal movement between 1976 and 1979 allowed the Da‘wa to tap 

into existing human and financial resources available in the Shī‘ī community. In 1977, ‘Abbās 

al-Mūsawī epitomized this tendency. He was an affiliate of the IDP and a follower of Bāqir al-

Ṣadr religious authority (marja‘iyya) without reservations. While in Amal, the version of Islam 

that he circulated was far from restricted to cultural Islam. While the Da‘wa activists joined 

Amal, they benefited from its pragmatic and hybrid organization in order to infiltrate the 

movement with their strict religious message of da‘wa as evident of Da‘wa-looking writings on 

the pages of Ṣawt al-maḥrūmīn after the disappearance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr.461 This infiltration 

contributed to the misunderstanding about the origins and ownership of ideas in the subsequent 

                                                 

460
 See the beginning of shift from the traditional da‘wa discourses of marḥaliyya, which postpones radical political 

and military action to later stages of da‘wa. See Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh, al-Islām wa manṭiq al-quwwa [Islam 

and the logic of power], trans. Islam and the logic of power, vol. 3 (Beirut: al-Dār al-Islāmiyya, 1987). 

461
 For an example of how the themes of the IDP periodical began to appear on Amal’s periodical, see The Cultural 

Committee, "al-Āmir bi-al-ma‘rūf. ," al-Munṭalaq no. 4 (April 1979): 104-06; The Amal movement," al-Āmir bi-al-

ma‘rūf," Amal,16 May 1980. Also, see “al-Ra’y al-‘ām al-Islāmī”, Amal, 17 September 1980; then see comparison 

in Zuhayr A'rajī, al-Shaṣiyya al-Islāmiyya, mu’assa i‘lāmiyya [The Islamic personality] (Beirut: Dār al-Ta‘āruf li-al-

Maṭbū‘āt 1976); Zuhayr A'rajī, al-Ra’y al-‘ām al-Islāmī [The Islamic public opinion] (Beirut: Dār al-Ta‘āruf li-al-

Maṭbū‘āt 1977). This Zuhayr A‘rajī was part of the broader IDP network extending from Iraq to Lebanon and 

affected by the ideas of Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr. 
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years. Amal’s activists in 1980s referred to similar religious views as an indication that 

Hizbullah had appropriated not only Amal’s cadres but also Amal’s activist legacy. The fact, 

however, remains that most similarities are inherent in common Shī‘ī tradition that all religious 

circles shared in the 1970s. Many similarities, moreover, resulted from the shift of allegiance of 

Da‘wa Party activists from Amal to Hizbullah in 1982.  Still, while the Da‘wa activists left Amal 

after a short-lived merger, its discourses became part of Amal’s official heritage; hence the 

confusion. 

Conclusions 

Not only did the civil war uncover the militarization of the Amal movement, but it also 

sped up the appearance of other Shī‘ī formations, associated with the Islamic Da‘wa party. While 

both groups represented an activist mode of Islam opposed to traditionalism and defeatism 

inherent in traditions of mourning that permeate the classic and early modern Shī‘ī sources, the 

two groups had important differences.  

In this chapter, I argued that the community of activists generated two religious-political 

worldviews. To date, the Islamists’ views, as well as academic literature that draw on Islamists’ 

opinions, often suggest that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious project was less authentic and narrower 

than the religious project of his peers who came from Najaf. Scholars like Faḍlullāh indicated 

that their disagreement with Mūsā al-Ṣadr was methodological. While Mūsā al-Ṣadr believed in 

integrating the Shī‘a in the fabric of the sectarian state, others planned to Islamize Lebanon. 

Although this view about the difference between Sayyid Mūsā and Faḍlullāh is correct, a more 

important distinction lies in the way Mūsā al-Ṣadr envisioned the role of Islam in a diverse 
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sectarian society. While the IDP ideologues, particularly Faḍlullāh, attempted to disseminate 

methods of da‘wa that seek to Islamize society and the state over four stages, Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

believed in a Qur’ānic Islam that is more ecumenical and less problematic than Islamic literature 

such as the Ḥadīth. While Shī‘ī scholars fell back to Imami traditions to interpret the Qur’ān, 

they did not shy way from using these tradition in their legal production. Mūsā al-Ṣadr, however, 

contended that this approach is mostly useful to confirm the meaning of Qur’ānic verses but 

should not the basis for defining them. His reliance on the Qur’an emanated from his belief that 

the Qur’ān is the most reliable source for offering an authentic religious message.  

It is notable that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s definitions maintained broadness and bordered 

ambiguity. This study suggested one possible explanation for his employment of loose 

terminology is that he intended to maintain a level of pragmatism. Surely, he was not offering a 

loose religious formula because of an inherent deficient religious belief. His recurring discussion 

of the Islamic ideology of his movement, in fact, indicated his awareness of the importance of 

religion in mobilizing the community. It also suggested his awareness of the looseness of Amal’s 

ideological component.  

Furthermore, I proposed that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s pragmatism was well suited to serve the 

Lebanese context.  Pragmatism preceded his Qur’ānic Islam proposition. While in the Vocational 

Institute, Chamrān circulated the ideas of Sharī‘atī’s among al-Ṣadr’s followers, the Islamic 

Institute offered training for clerics in ’uṣūl and Tafsīr. “Islam is the solution” in Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

vision was a cultural Qur’ānic Islam that is inclusive rather than exclusive. It accommodates the 

liberal, the conservative, the radical, and the progressive. In his mind, it promotes a religious 



 

214 

 

culture of faith that could blur the boundaries between Sunnism and Shī‘ism, let alone between 

Islam and Christianity.  

Irrespective of his intentions, Sayyid Mūsā’s responses to criticisms reflected deep 

rootedness in Islam as a way of life among many of his followers. Responses also reflected that 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr had a different vision about the role of Islam in humans’ life than many religious 

cadres and observers in his community, including his peers in Najaf like Faḍlullāh and Shams al-

Dīn. His responses shed a new light on the Islamists’ claims that their disagreement with Sayyid 

Mūsā was only on methodological rather than ideological. His speeches and lectures show that 

he had a different intellectual project that emphasize different sources and offered different 

meanings of two key aspects of the da‘wa project: authenticity and the Islamic personality. 

While authenticity for al-Ṣadr lied in the decontextualizing the Qur’ān, the IDP rooted their 

understanding of the present in practices and traditions of the past. While authenticity of the IDP 

attempted to recreate the Islamic personality of society based on religious authentication, Mūsā 

al-Ṣadr proposed the Qur’ānic personality. 

This chapter suggests that the proposal of Qur’ānic Islam was rational and strategic.  He 

understood Lebanon, and understood that a strongly typed version of Islam as the IDP proposed 

could be destructive for his weak sect. His vision did not anticipate that he would vanish 

prematurely, before he affirms his religious positions. Thus, without Mūsā al-Ṣadr, the looseness 

of his message contributed to the hybridism of Amal, which appeared, in many aspects and 

circles, less religious than the IDP and Hizbullah, in the subsequent years. 
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CHAPTER 6 

REBEL PREACHERS: ISLAMIZATION AND REVOLUTIONIZATION IN SHĪ‘Ī LEBANON 

This chapter discusses the wide scale revolutionization and Islamization in the Shī‘ī 

community in Lebanon, in the era of the Iranian Revolution, just before the formation of 

Hizbullah. Religious radicalization, here, refers to the transformation of the Shī‘ī movement 

from the phase of internal indoctrination and religious cadres cultivation to the phase of 

militarization and coercive approaches of activism emboldened by a sequence of events, 

particularly the Iranian Revolution. While radicalization had begun with Mūsā al-Ṣadr, this phase 

refers to the beginning of a revolutionary militant form of Shī‘ī Islamic activism. The objective 

of this chapter is to examine the various factions and events that contributed to the 

transformation of the Islamic milieu in which Hizbullah emerged in 1982. The argument of this 

chapter is that these groups, most of which had its formative experience in the 1970s, represent 

that core part of the untold story of Hizbullah.  

By refocusing the analysis to the later 1970s, this study reveals several realities, often left 

behind in academic works as well as in public discourses. This study re-conceptualizes the 

prevalent view that Amal was not religious from the outset. It reconsiders the idea that Mūsā al-

Ṣadr could have been in opposition to the Islamic revolution movement in Iran. Here by Islamic 

revolution movement, I refer to the Islamic current that emerged triumphant in Iran. This study, 

moreover, attempts to calibrate the compass of discussion on the Amal – Palestinian relations in 

south Lebanon prior to the bloody 1980s war of the camps between them, and draw from it the 

impact it had on the internal Shī‘ī relations. It also explains how Amal acquired religious aspects 

that Hizbullah later adopted, showing that these were not inherent in Amal’s identity that Mūsā 
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al-Ṣadr envisioned. Most importantly, it proposes a reason for the existing similarities between 

Amal and Hizbullah in the early 1980s, despite partisan claims from both sides to the contrary. 

Methodologically, this study follows an implicit Social Movement Theory’s approach to 

understanding the socio-political process that changes social movement groups and organizations 

and the wider contexts in which change takes place. Based upon extant intellectual writings, 

several periodicals, and field research conducted in south Lebanon and Beirut’s southern suburb, 

the chapter shows how and why the late 1970s witnessed the shift from a paradigm of social 

protest and gradual activism to revolution. Structural analysis, no doubt sheds a light on the 

change process, but several questions about the process of Hizbullah’s formation following the 

period of revolutionization (1977-1982) remain partially answered. For instance, why did secular 

resistance fighters who seek liberation of land from Israel join a resistance coalition under the 

banner of Islam instead of joining one of the more established secular resistance fronts (such as 

the secular Nation Resistance Front)? This essay explains how secular and religious activists 

justified their choices, adopting Khomeinism, as in revolutionary movement with Islamic energy, 

as a political ideology. The chapter, moreover, sheds a light on differentiation processes within 

the Shī‘ī movement since 1979. It argues that even the unifying term “Khomeinism” or the 

“Khomeinid tide” had multiple meanings and manifestations (Amal’s radical, and the Da‘wa 

radicals, the Fatah radicals), similar to the differences that coalesced around Khomeini in Iran 

(the Republican Party and the Liberation Movement of Iran).  Finally, it demonstrates how the 

political discourses of the Shī‘ī movement underwent transformations prior to the formation of 

Hizbullah or adoption of wilāyat al-faqīh. 
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Few years prior to the formation of Hizbullah, major events shuffled the cards and 

changed the structures of allegiances in the Islamic community. In the following, I discuss a 

series of intersecting and overlapping scenes from the period between 1977 and 1982. Each of 

these contributed to the Shī‘a’s militarization and the emergence of a revolutionary Islamic field 

of activism, just before the convergence of these entire scenes along the trajectory to the 

formation of the Islamic Resistance, as a unifying ideology. The first scene discusses how the 

years leading to the Israeli invasion in 1978 brought a revolutionary Palestinian current into close 

contact with emerging religious activist groups, particularly the Amal movement that was 

fighting Israel. The second scene analyzes how the disappearance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr changed the 

Amal movement to an umbrella organization with a hybrid ideological outlook. The third scene 

demonstrates how the Islamic revolution opened new religious spaces in Lebanon and 

encouraged a new religious mood that affected not just the religious movement, particularly 

Amal and the IDP, but also secular-Leftist factions and intellectuals, particularly al-Sariyya al-

Ṭullābiyya. The fourth scene looks at how the assassination of Bāqir al-Ṣadr in Iraq, after Mūsā 

al-Ṣadr’s disappearance, convinced many Islamic Da‘wa activists to melt in the Iranian project of 

the “Islamic Revolution International” of Khomeini, the only choice to the emerging gaps in 

religious leaderships in Iraq and Lebanon. The closing arguments show how developments in 

these scenes culminated in 1982 with the Israeli invasion that sped up the formation of an Islamic 

organization, independent from the Amal movement; hence the rise of Hizbullah.  After a brief 

historical background, I shift focus to the first scene which addresses Palestinian – Shī‘ī 

relationships in the context of the civil war and resistance operations against Israel. 
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Introduction 

Military radicalization of the Shī‘ī movement had begun on the even of the civil war, as 

scores of Shī‘ī youth who resided in Beirut’s suburbs realized the gravity of social and economic 

disparity in Lebanon. The earliest discernible circulation of revolutionary discourses and 

practices arguably began after the Amal movement’s first convention in May of 1976. In August 

of the same year, the Amal movement organized ‘Āshūrā’ processions on the streets and public 

squares of southern villages, borrowing slogans that ‘Alī Sharī‘atī had popularized in his late 

1960s and early 1970s speeches in Iran.462 During the same year, the civil war displaced the 

Shī‘a from the eastern suburbs of Beirut to the southern suburbs of the city. This internal 

displacement infuriated the clerical elites, who began to summon their followers to bear arms for 

apparent self-defense reasons. Since 1977, Israeli encroachments inside the southern Lebanese 

territories against the mounting Palestinian and Lebanese factions’ resistance activities attracted 

more newcomers to the frontlines of battles. Several groups began to wage resistance operations 

against Israeli forces and their Lebanese allies, specifically the Southern Lebanese Army (SLA) 

of the former officer Sa‘d Ḥaddād. 

The overall mood of the Shī‘ī community, on whose lands Israeli assaults and resistance 

attacks took place, completely changed by the end of 1978. Hence, the existing Islamic groups 

shifted from strictly calling for Islam in mosques and schools to open revolutionary defiance that 

reflected itself in military practices, shows of powers in processions and demonstrations, and 

revolutionary religious discourses. In the midst of critical moment, when the Iranian 
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revolutionary movement was gaining momentum in Iran, Mūsā al-Ṣadr vanished on 30 August 

1978. Few months later, the Iranian revolution succeeded and Khomeini returned from exile (Feb 

1, 1979) to begin the process of inducing an Islamic spirit into the structures of Iran’s politics, 

society, military, and culture. Just as the Islamic revolution succeeded in Iran, the Ba‘th regime 

of Iraq executed Bāqir al-Ṣadr (April 9, 1980), the remarkable thinker with a wide base of 

followers in Iraq and Lebanon. The execution of Bāqir al-Ṣadr led many of his close students to 

adopt the Khomeinid way of Islamic action.  

The success of the Islamic revolution movement released massive energy. Radical groups 

became more radical, as a result. For instance, a militant faction associated with the 

revolutionary movement in Iran summoned the activists to join the resistance in south Lebanon 

against Israel by the end of 1979. Between 1979 and 1982, revolutionary committees dominated 

mosques in the southern suburbs of Beirut. Even a line of Marxists and Maoists viewed Islam as 

more representative of their political struggle for liberation and justice against occupation and 

oppression.463 

Scene 1: The South of Lebanon as a Meeting Space 

Israel invades (1978) 

On the eve of 14 March 1978, Israel invaded Lebanon to drive the Palestinian resistance 

out of south Lebanon. Israel justified the invasion as an act of self-defense, responding to 

                                                 

463
 For one account on this transformation, see Fakhr, Anīs al-Naqqāsh, asrār khalf al-astār: a biography, 133-35. 

See more on this topic in recent autobiographies, such as Ghabra, Ḥayāt ghayr āmina; Fatḥī al-Biss, Inthiyāl al-

dhākira: hādhā mā ḥaṣal (Amman: Dār al-Shurūq, 2008). 
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resistance attacks on Israeli posts through the Lebanese borders.464 Israel promised that the 

invasion would uproot the Palestinian militants and their Leftist allies who fully controlled south 

Lebanon after the eruption of the civil war and the disintegration of the Lebanese Army.465 The 

invasion forced around 300,000 civilians to flee north to Beirut, and, thus, it agitated members of 

the Shī‘ī community, failing to end the resistance. In fact, Shī‘īs joined the resistance faction in 

larger numbers as it returned to south Lebanon after the Israeli apparent withdrawal in June of 

1978.466 

The Shī‘a and the Resistance 

The initiation of the lay Shī‘a in the resistance was not new. It began since 1968, as many 

Lebanese from various sects were joining military training posts in Syria, then in south Lebanon 

and Biqā‘(northeast) in Lebanon. Shī‘ī youth maintained presence in the various resistance 

factions but particularly they were attracted to the Fatah movement, the Amal movement, and the 

Communist Party (LCP).467 While resistance operations against Israel had existed since the 
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 The trigger of the invasion was in response to hijacking a bus on the road to Tel Aviv by a Palestinian group. 
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arrival of the Palestinians to Lebanon, the year 1976, witnessed the swelling of the resistance 

activity.  

Militant violations and anti-Palestinian sentiments 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr had publicly voiced his support for the Palestinian resistance on more than 

one occasion. The founding of Amal was meant to give the resistance a Lebanese and 

particularly Shī‘ī depth in the mostly Shī‘ī inhabited battleground of south Lebanon.468 With the 

full control of the Palestinian militias on the southern Lebanese cities and towns, a period of 

social and political unrest in south Lebanon settled in. Shī‘ī citizens began to voice 

dissatisfaction with the excessive violations and unruly behaviors of militants roaming the towns 

and villages, in a time the defunct Lebanese state lost its grip on the country. Regional players 

who found it convenient to stir political, sectarian, and social discord between the hosting 

villagers and the visiting fighters took the rising tensions out of proportion. Soon propaganda 

machine of the Lebanese Right that was allied with Israel began to highlight the problem, while 

the Israeli network of spies began to provoke discord. 

Lack of discipline was not a general characteristic of the diverse components of the 

resistance factions that amassed their militants in the south of Lebanon. Several altercations 

between the locals and the militants, in addition to propaganda war against the resistance in 

Lebanese right-wing media, nonetheless, managed to infuriate a large sector of the Shī‘a by the 

                                                 

468
 This resistance group, Afwāj al-Muqāwama al-Lubnāniyya, became famous by its acronym AMAL, particularly 

after the Amal convention in 1976. 



 

222 

 

arrival of 1977.469 Amal religious-military cadres in return began to sense an emboldened 

margin of power and began to encounter their Shī‘ī leftist neighbors in the villages, particularly 

in the Tyre province in which Mūsā al-Ṣadr had invested for more than a decade. Altercations 

between the left and Amal spread and the security situation in south Lebanon seriously 

deteriorated. Tensions led to military clashes as the dominant Palestinian and their Lebanese 

allies collided with Amal militiamen who revolved around the leadership of Muṣṭafā Chamrān 

(d. 1981), al-Ṣadr trusted aide, marking the peak of deteriorating relations between Amal and the 

non-Shī‘ī fighting factions.470 

Roots of Tensions 

Tensions between the Amal movement and the leftist-Palestinian factions, in fact, date 

back to 1976 during and after the fall of the Tal al-Za‘tar camp and the Nab‘a quarter in the 

eastern suburbs of Beirut. Right-wing militias took over the Palestinian camp and the Nab‘a Shī‘ī 

quarter with the help of the Syrian army after three months of blockade. The battles and the 

blockade caused thousands of casualties and forced the migration of the Shī‘a from the eastern 

suburbs of Beirut to the southern suburbs adding to the misery of the impoverished Shī‘a in the 

crowded misery belts.471 The Lebanese left and the Palestinian organizations, in addition to non-

Amal Shī‘ī religious activists, accused Mūsā al-Ṣadr of striking a deal with the Syrian regime 
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and the Phalanges. Tensions culminated and relations between Mūsā al-Ṣadr and Yāsir ‘Arafāt 

were suspended, ending cordial relations that prevailed since 1973.472 In this context, ongoing 

militant violations and altercations changed to a power struggle on the ground. By 1977, anti-

Mūsā al-Ṣadr reports circulated among the factions accusing him of opposing the resistance. The 

coalition of his opponents expanded and consisted of a spectrum ranging from left-wing 

Palestinian organizations to leftist Lebanese groups and, even, Shī‘ī activist rivals. 

Vilifying Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

Between 1976 and 1978, Mūsā al-Ṣadr would argue that the unrestrained and 

unorganized resistance operations made the life in south Lebanon unbearable and contributed to 

the misery of its residents. These developments came in a time when the left enraged Mūsā al-

Ṣadr and the religious camp by proposing a secularization of the personal status law. In the view 

of Hānī Faḥṣ, a cleric who was associated with the Palestinian resistance and who dealt with 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr with lots of caution, Mūsā al-Ṣadr was patient and careful in approaching the 

resistance question. Sayyid Mūsā separated between the act of virtuous resistance and the 

undisciplined acts of militants that reflected negatively on the resistance. Similar positions added 

to the belief that Mūsā al-Ṣadr masked his actual position that harbored negativity towards the 

Palestinian military presence in south Lebanon.473 
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In fact, since January 1977, Mūsā al-Ṣadr attempted to negotiate and control the 

deteriorating situation both in in the villages and along the borders in the fight against Israel.474 

When it became clear that his efforts did not materialize, Sayyid Mūsā requested the return of the 

full sovereignty of the Lebanese state on south Lebanon, hoping that the presence of the state 

security apparatus could alleviate the tensions that developed in the areas of vacuum that that 

state abandoned. The position of Mūsā al-Ṣadr led the resistance field, including many 

secularists and Islamists (such as several figures who joined Khomeini’s circle, like Jalāl al-

Fārisī and Muḥammad Muntaẓirī) to renew accusations that Mūṣā al-Ṣadr’s positions towards the 

Palestinian question were suspicious. By 1978, amidst rising accusations, Imam Khomeini sent a 

delegate group of clerics headed by his son to Lebanon to determine the veracity of these claims 

and to narrow the gap among the Shī‘a factions. The views of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, calling for the 

sovereignty of the state, would persist of anti-Amal discourse of the Left. 

Reality on the Ground 

Analysis of various biographies and recollection, from various viewpoints, indicate that 

reality on the ground, however, revealed that the picture was more complex. First, unlawfulness 

was a symptom of the civil war rather than a result of the Palestinian resistance. Second, Mūsā 

al-Ṣadr’s shifting positions with and against the Palestinian resistance between 1976 and 1978 

reflected a position of uncertainty on his part. Between 1976 and 1978, Mūsā al-Ṣadr entered a 

gray area in his political career. The situation forced him to produce a floundering discourse. His 

views vacillated between open support of resistance and a reserved attitude towards the military 

                                                 

474
 Amal Movement, al-Sīra wa al-Masīra, Document 7 Feb 1978. 



 

225 

 

presence of the resistance in south Lebanon.475 His remarkable inconsistency reflected badly on 

his former claims as a proponent of liberation. It irritated the entire cohort of the resistance 

against Israel, which included, at the time, Palestinians, Leftists, and radical religious personnel. 

Why did Mūsā al-Ṣadr, then, take a negative stance against a Palestinian resistance that initially 

befriended? The closest to truth is the hypothesis that Mūsā al-Ṣadr occupied an overlapping area 

between two projects. The first is a Palestinian project that considered dominance and victory in 

Lebanon critical to the cause of liberating Palestine. The other was more of strategic 

intervention, perpetuated by the Syrians who believed that facilitating a full Palestinian victory in 

Lebanon would give Israel the pretext for invading Lebanon, which threatens Syria itself.476 

Between his aspiration to participate in the resistance and his community’s increasing discontent 

with the Palestinian military presence in the villages, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s discourse floundered. It is 

noteworthy that this confusion laid its shadows on Amal in the various regions, whereas those in 

the south who encountered the Left could not tolerate its presence, those in the Ba‘lbeck region 

who had less negative exposure to Leftist militants maintained less loath-full stances towards the 

Palestinians. Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s opposition, therefore, ought to be placed in context of Shī‘ī social 

discontent from daily encounters with foreign militants in the small villages. It is also remarkable 

that those who opposed the Palestinians and the Left were the emerging chieftains in villages 
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who began to differentiate themselves even from Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s endorsement of the Palestinian 

resistance.477 

According to Amal, parties that could not find a virtue in an alliance between Amal and 

Fatah, apparently, galvanized the roots of tension. Opposition to Mūsā al-Ṣadr and his group 

from the Left most emanated from his strict opposition to secularization, which the Left had 

proposed as a solution for Lebanon’s sectarian crisis.478 Speaking in front of his followers in Iran 

in 1980, Muṣṭafā recollects the events of Nab‘a as he was referring to accusation by the People’s 

Mujāhidīn of Iran (Mujāhidīn-i Khalq) that he and Sayyid Mūsā handed Tal al-Za‘tar to the 

Phalanges. Chamrān rejected the accusations, suggesting that the accusation of the Khalq 

organization were as political as the claims of the Lebanese Left in the late 1970s. Both groups, 

for different apparent reasons and at different times, attempted in 1976 and 1980 to vilify Sayyid 

Mūsā (in his presence and absence), Chamrān, and Amal, in order to dismiss their revolutionary 

credentials.479 Chamrān’s view, moreover, sought to justify Amal’s failure in defending the 

Nab‘a quarter, which contributed to the fall of Tal al-Za‘tar. In military terms in Lubnān, he 

suggests that it was unrealistic to expect the less trained and less equipped Shī‘ī fighters in the 

Nab‘a to withstand the attacks of the Right-wing Christian Phalanges when the well-trained 

Palestinians eventually failed to hold their ranks in the camps after the prolonged blockade.480 

Similar constant attempts by Chamrān and, previously, Mūsā al-Ṣadr to defend their images 
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show that they were subjected to immense public campaign in the late 1970s.481 The campaign 

casted doubts on Amal’s political position. But, at the same time, it entrenched Amal against all 

others, leading to a defensive act of radicalization that only grew stronger after Sayyid Mūsā’s 

shocking disappearance in 1978. 

The uncontested truth remains that Mūsā al-Ṣadr had publicly championed the Palestinian 

resistance since its arrival into Lebanon. Documents show that he consistently believed in the 

necessity of confronting Israel. Based on this opposition and anti-deprivation project, he 

constructed his discourse on Ḥusayn and the rejection of disempowerment. By asking the 

Palestinians to train the Shī‘a militarily, in fact, suggests that Mūsā al-Ṣadr wanted to cooperate 

and be part of the resistance process.482 His natural place, as he announced the Movement of the 

Deprived in 1974 and defined the Amal movement’s position in May of 1976, was with the 

deprived and the oppressed of the world with whom he identified the Palestinian refugees.483 

The interaction between Fatah and Amal was mutually useful. For Mūsā al-Ṣadr a well-trained 

Shī‘ī resistance could protect south Lebanon from future Israeli attacks, and in Yāsir ‘Arafāt’s 

mind, an alliance with the influential al-Ṣadr offers the Palestinians a welcoming environment to 

start the battle for liberating Palestine. The events of the civil war, as I pointed above, however, 

diminished the expectations of both parties. In the view of Muṣṭafā Chamrān, this Marxist Left’s 
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dominance within the Palestinian resistance was the main cause of deteriorating relations 

between the Fatah and Amal since 1976.484  

Scene 2: Mūsā al-Ṣadr Disappears 

In 1978, in the midst of political transformations and military altercations between Israel 

and the resistance faction, Mūsā al-Ṣadr disappeared during an official visit to Libya. The visit 

came after Sayyid Mūsā received an official invitation from the regime of the Libyan dictator 

Mu‘ammar al-Qadhdhāfī. While it is common knowledge that he disappeared in Libya, and that 

Qadhdhāfī was a prime suspect in eliminating the leader of the Lebanese Shī‘a, the actual 

circumstances of his disappearance remain mysterious. His followers believed that the Libyan 

regime abducted him, because their allies in Lebanon, particularly leftist factions, feared his 

ability to change the status quo on the battle frontlines against Israel in south Lebanon. Unlike 

Qadhdhāfī’s clients in Lebanon, Mūsā al-Ṣadr occupied a middle position during the civil war. 

While Qadhdhāfī funded Palestinian organizations, Mūsā al-Ṣadr represented a sober alternative 

form of resistance and a threat for the Left’s (mainly Palestinian factions) plans to use Lebanon 

as a limitless launching ground for their military operations against Israel. Mūsā al-Ṣadr, 

furthermore, countered the rising Leftist tide that Qadhdhāfī had been financially propelling. 485   

Other stories link Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s disappearance to the Islamic revolution in Iran that had 

broken out at the time of his disappearance. Reports indicate that he became deeply concerned by 
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and caught up in the developments in Iran. Recent academic publications propose a hypothesis 

that Mūsā al-Ṣadr was plotting with the Shah regime to weaken the revolutionary momentum of 

Khomeini in favor of a more moderate religious authority in Iran.486 The assumption here is that 

this position of al-Ṣadr might have invoked his death sentence in Libya. This narrative would 

develop in the 1980s, as Iran failed to uncover the fate of Mūsā al-Ṣadr despite the Revolution’s 

strong ties to Qadhdhāfī. During the bloody war of brothers between the Amal movement and 

Hizbullah between 1988 and 1990, similar propaganda spread and hinted that Qaḍhḍhāfi 

collaborated with the Iranian radical Islamists to eliminate Mūsā al-Ṣadr for they feared his 

ascendance in Iranian politics after the revolution.487 Ironically, renewed stories began to 

circulate in 2016, hinting to the possibility that Khomeini’s inner circle orchestrated the 

elimination of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in Libya. In an article based on an investigative report that appears 

in a book titled the Fall of Heaven,488 a plot weaving several of the various theories about his 

disappearance emerges and accuses Khomeini’s circle of eliminating Mūsā al-Ṣadr with the help 

of Qadhdhāfī, because Mūsā al-Ṣādr was plotting a reconciliation with the Shah regime in Iran. 

According to the author, Andrew Cooper, secret collaborations between Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the 

Shah to contain the momentum of Khomeini’s revolutionary movement were plausible.489 The 
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theory builds on an unreported communication between the Shah and the abducted Imam few 

weeks before the latter’s’ disappearance. This theory was not new. The author of Lebanon Defied 

Majed Halawi indicates how the detractors of Sayyid Mūsā insisted that he secretly maintained 

ties with the Shah and the CIA to undermine the liberation movement, which he publicly 

championed.490  

This narrative about al-Ṣadr fits the frame of accusations that targeted his friends in Iran 

after 1979. The theory, moreover, exploits the fact that Mūṣā al-Ṣadr had ties to Iranian leaders, 

such as Mahdī Bāzirgān and Sharī‘atmadārī, who opposed Khomeini’s subversive mentality and 

radical form of political theory. Both leaders were alienated just after the success of the 

revolution in two different circumstances and encounters with the emerging Revolutionary Party 

in Iran.491  

Conspiracy theories, however, fail to explain how Mūsā al-Ṣadr who maintained strong 

links with several pioneers of the Islamic revolution would conspire against his friends, at least, 

by collaborating with the Shah. Ṣādiq Quṭubzāda and Ibrāhīm Yazdī, along with Muṣṭafā 

Chamrān and ‘Alī Sharī‘atī, who were linked to the external wing of the Liberation Movement of 
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Iran (LMI) were also close friends of Mūsā al-Ṣadr.492 Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s ties to LMI in Iran could 

explain the coldness of the clerical conservatives in the Islamic movement towards his case in 

the years following his vanishing.493 These ties with the liberal current suggest that Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

could not possibly betray his whole companionship by striking an alliance with the Shah who 

was a persecutor of LMI and who, purportedly ordered the assassination of Sharī‘atī.  

Moreover, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s closest affiliate in Amal, Muṣṭafā Chamrān returned to Iran 

just after Mūsā al-Ṣadr disappeared and joined Khomeini’s pursuit of stabilizing his regime. In 

Iran, Chamrān led the efforts to creating the Islamic militias known as Pāsdārān (Revolutionary 

Guards),494 who, ironically, would later establish Hizbullah in 1982 and split with the ranks of 

his ardent followers from the Amal movement. Chamrān, then, met his demise as he took upon 

him the task of leading the offensive against the rebellious Kurds in North West Iran in July 

1981. The sudden death of Chamrān sparked unattested and politically motivated claims that the 

Revolutionary Party were involved in eliminating him for he represented a strong competitor 

with military credentials and revolutionary legacy to their mounting influence around Khomeini. 

Irrespective of the circumstances of his death and his relations to the radicals of the Republican 

Party, whom he tacitly criticized,495 Chamrān, a radical in his own way, believed he was 
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protecting the revolution, which his former associate Sayyid Mūsā had publicly endorsed on 

several occasions before he vanished. More than any other Iranian figure in the new regime, 

Chamrān knew Mūsā al-Ṣadr, but he certainly believed in Khomeini, as many in Amal did.496   

Whatever the truth about al-Ṣadr’s intentions and views about Khomeini, the early 1980s 

saw the development of the “Khomeinid wave” that attracted many of Amal’s activists, many of 

whom retained presence in Amal until 1988. This Khomeinid current did not necessary exit from 

Amal and join Hizbullah, but it eventually contributed to a rupture in the Amal movement 

organizational body, particularly after the eruption of the “war of brothers” between Amal and 

Hizbullah, which Amal’s Islamists did not fathom.497  

As for Mūsā al-Ṣadr, his public speeches and actions indicate that he respected 

Khomeini, and, as far as we know from his letters, telegrams, and communiques in 1978, he 

recognized the limits of his religious influence on the Shī‘a and understood his political weight 

in comparison to the grand Iranian jurist who was residing in Najaf at the time.498 Most 

certainly, on August 23, 1978, few days before he disappeared in Libya, Sayyid Mūsā published 

an article in the Le Monde, in which he praised the “authentic Islamic revolution” that was 
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gaining momentum in Iran under the leadership of Khomeini, calling it a natural embodiment of 

the Movement of the Deprived’s ideals against tyranny. 499  

Whether Qadhdhāfī acted independently or collaborated with disgruntled Iranian, 

Palestinian, or Lebanese factions that loathed or feared the rise of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, or whether the 

Shah’s agents eliminated him like they allegedly, in the Islamist’s view, assassinated Sharī‘atī 

remains undiscernible. It is certain, however, that Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s most ardent and closest 

supporters reflected his favorable views of the Iranian revolution.500  

Aside from the immense emotions that poured, the elimination of Sayyid Mūsā created a 

leadership vacuum in the Amal movement. In his absence, each group in the Shī‘ī community 

sought to claim an aspect of his legacy. However, by doing so, each group depicted Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

as the greatest reflection of their activism. For the Islamists in Amal, Sayyid Mūsā was the father 

of their radicalism. For the liberals, Sayyid Mūsā was the epitome of a progressive cleric; those 

liberals maintained several agendas and had different goals.  

Scene 3: The Islamic Revolution and the Shī‘a of Lebanon 

Just as the Shī‘a lost a larger than life figure, the Iranian revolution gave them a larger 

than time and place leader, with the aura and promise of a messiah, only embodied in the 

infallible Imams and Prophets, at least in the mind of millions of ardent followers. No wonder 
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the triumph the Islamic revolution movement under the leadership of Khomeini magnified the 

presence of Islam in society, and shed the light on ongoing innovations in the religious field. 

While uncertainty engulfed many observers, the unwavering religious responses to the 

dominance of the Islamic movement in Iran, however, indicates that Khomeini’s religious project 

was part of a larger religious renewal wave.501 This same process produced the line of religious 

modernists and Islamic reformers such as Mūsā al-Ṣadr, Muṭahharī, Sharī‘atī, Faḍlullāh, Shams 

al-Dīn, and Bāqir al-Ṣadr, all of whom had planted the seeds of religiosity and called for Islam in 

their respective environments. What started with this generation as a process of cultural renewal, 

seeking to fortify the place of Islam in a modern age, however, turned into a tidal Khomeinid 

wave by 1979, just as religion erupted into the public sphere, signaling a disruption of the 

secularist course of modernization history, as sociologists of religion would put it.502  

The Iranian revolution hence boosted everything religious in its domain of influence 

inside and outside Iran, particularly in Lebanon. Since 1979, the literary field in Lebanon 

witnessed an unprecedented intellectual activity. Scores of publications, pamphlets, and 

instructional material appeared. Themes about Islamic governance and the role of jurist in the 

age of ghayba (occultation) flourished,503 debates erupted, and seminaries and religious centers 
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burgeoned.504 Rather than focusing on enabling their Islamic movement, the religious activists 

intensified their efforts to increase their presence among the masses, building upon a massive 

field of religious energy that the Islamic revolution generated.505 

The gravity of Khomeini and the unfolding events were strong to the extent that his 

leadership attracted competing currents. The few who did not enlist in the army of Khomeini’s 

admirers, still realized the enormous change that his takeover of power in such a large Shī‘ī 

country could bring. Despite the wide array of supporters, levels of allegiance to Khomeini 

varied in the aftermath of the revolution, particularly as his political Islamic views and theories 

began to circulate, and as scholars began to realize the gravity of their Khomeini’s propositions. 

Groups and clerics viewed and interacted with the revolutionary moment from their respective 

positions in the field of Islamic activism and in the larger political and social fields. Anticipation 

and anxiety seeped in the clerical and Shī‘ī activists circles, at times, as the Iranians began to 

consolidate their presence and filter their ranks, unifying factions and purging others. Areas of 

heated discussions varied from Islamic governance to the Cultural Revolution, exportation of 

revolution, and Islamic relations with the West. Most influential and consequential, however, 

was the arrival of his theory of governance, wilāyat al-faqīh, into the stage of implementation in 

the nascent Islamic Republic in Iran. 
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Early discussions on wilāyat al-faqīh 

As Khomeini’s intent to deploy his theory of wilāyat al-faqīh, discussions flared up 

among Shī‘ī clerics on its scopes and legality. The theory, in essence, aimed at offering a pure 

Islamic mechanism for solving problems facing the Muslim community in a post-colonial age. 

Khomeini’s conceptualization of the theory of government, in many details, gives superiority for 

the juristic opinion based on reason over opinions derived from the sacred texts. The difference, 

between Khomeini’s absolute form of wilāya, known as the wilāya ‘āmma (general 

guardianship) and the traditional legal thought lies in his consideration of governmental rulings 

as more binding even in the presence of competing primary or secondary rulings. While 

derivation of secondary rulings often comes from exercising ijtihād, based on legal principle and 

reason, such as preponderance (tazāḥum) and juristic preference, governmental rulings could 

depend on pure reasoning and personal assessment of choices of the leading jurist without 

recourse to the texts.506 Ignored in the clerical circles for most of the 1970s, the theory turned out 

to be overwhelming as Khomeini reached power after the Islamic revolution. 

In 1979, observing the unraveling situation of Islam and Muslims in the new Iranian age, 

six Lebanese scholars, some of whom were disciples and proponents of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, requested 

his opinion about the prospects of an Islamic constitution in Iran. Bāqir al-Ṣadr, himself 

observing the revolutionary developments with enthusiasm, wrote influential treatises, collected 
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in a book titled al-Islām yaqūd al-ḥayāt (Islam leads life).507 In this work, Bāqir al-Ṣadr 

elaborated his views on the role of an Islamic government in society, which first appeared in the 

Da‘wa Party platform in the late 1950s.508 A variant of this theory appeared in Iqtiṣāduna, in his 

discussion of the concept of Manṭiqat al-farāgh (area of secondary rulings, as opposed to 

primary rulings), which granted the Islamic leader, walī al-amr, wide prerogatives, though 

restrained by legal principles. In these earlier theories of Islamic governance, Bāqir al-Ṣadr 

focused on the function of the Islamic government rather than on its theological nature.  His 

1970s’ writing in his risāla ‘amaliyya (practical legal treaty), namely al-Fatāwā al-wāḍiḥa and 

in Islām yaqūd al-ḥayāt, Bāqir al-Ṣadr tilted toward a larger role for the jurist in politics and 

society, granting him a key supervisory role of a council of religious authorities.509 Followers 

and students of Bāqir al-Ṣadr naturally espoused his views during his life. Among his most 

ardent supporters and disciples in Lebanon was ‘Abbās al-Mūsawī, a Da‘wa Party affiliate who 

coordinated with the Amal movement in the late 1970s in the Ba‘lbeck region.510  He later 

helped found Hizbullah with a band of brothers in 1982, after he had paid allegiance to 
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Khomeini following a presumed advice by Bāqir al-Ṣadr who summoned his followers before his 

execution “to melt in Khomeini, as he melted in Islam.”511 

Even the scholastic clerics, who often made insignificant contributions to the field of 

activism found themselves drawn into discussions about wilāyat al-faqīh. A major twentieth 

century Shī‘ī intellectual and jurist, Muḥammad Jawād Mughniyya, following the path of Iranian 

scholars like Āyatullāh Sharī‘atmadārī, expressed their support for the triumph of Islam in Iran. 

This line of seminary professors and scholars had open reservations on Khomeini’s model of 

governance. As a result, the new Islamic regime in Iran practically placed the influential 

Sharī’atmadārī under house arrest.512 Mughniyya in Lebanon, living in practical isolation, had 

the luxury to criticize without facing similar ramifications.513 In Khomeini and the Islamic 

government, Mughniyya agreed that the Islamic government represents a nonnegotiable 

necessity in Islamic law. He, however, disagreed with Khomeini in one major area: the scope of 

guardianship. Khomeini’s theory granted the supreme jurist an unrestricted authority in operating 

the state (politics, economics), almost equivalent to the infallible’s prerogatives. Mughniyya, 

however, argued that the jurist’s role is restricted to the judiciary (qaḍā’) and to overlooking 

police and maintenance of order (’umūr ḥisbiyya), without any other special jurisdiction over the 

fate of subjects of the state. For Mughniyya, moreover, the measure of ‘Muslimness’ of a state 

lies not in its Islamic structures and clerical identity of the leader but in the Islamic content of its 
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law and order, based on the sources of law, which Khomeini’s government, in contrast, could 

override, if the “common good” of the umma entails such a legal measure.514 

The spread of publications and religious organizations and schools 

As mentioned previously, the emergence of the religious field was not indebted to the 

triumph of the revolution. Seminaries had already existed since the late 1960s in Lebanon, with 

Faḍlullāh, Shams al-Dīn, and Mūsā al-Ṣadr. Islamic periodicals and religious Pamphlets 

circulated even before changes in the political opportunity structures available for the Islamic 

movement after the success of the Islamic Revolution. For instance, the Amal movement 

continued to issue Ṣawt al-maḥrūmīn, which later became known as Amal, the mouthpiece of the 

Amal movement. The Union of Muslim Students, the Lebanese branch of the Da‘wa Party, then 

followed suit, publishing al-Munṭalaq, which was more like al-‘Irfān targeting an educated elite 

in the community. After the disappearance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the rise of Khomeini’s 

leadership, Shams al-Dīn endorsed the latter, but he did so from a position less likely to follow 

the dictates of the Iranians. He was practically the leader of SISC and practically, one of the 

agents of Abū al-Qāsim al-Khū’ī in Najaf. Like al-Khū‘ī, Shams al-Dīn did not oppose Islamic 

governance but maintained a less favorable view of the absolute version of wilāyat al-faqīh in 

Khomeini’s reformulation.  
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In 1980, Shams al-Dīn and SISC began to issue a new Islamic periodical titled al-Ghadīr. 

To be sure, al-Ghadīr periodical appeared after the death of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, after the rise of 

Faḍlullāh as the Da‘wa’s major spiritual guide, and after Nabīh Birrī clearly assumed the leading 

role within Amal. It was part of Shams al-Dīn’s attempt to reposition of his activity in the Shī‘ī 

community. While al-Ghadīr resembled al-Munṭalaq, al-Ḥikma, and Ṣawt al-Shabība al-

Muslima that others religious circles had published, the articles of al-Ghadīr reflected the 

intellectual interests of Shams al-Dīn as well as his tendency to engage in politically 

intellectually steep subjects that were not of interest for the lay public. 515 He was more of 

thinker than a preacher. Al-Ghadīr naturally was less appealing for the community of activists 

and the masses than al-Ḥikma, which Faḍlullāh supervised, with its da‘wa message focusing on 

women and youth, or the Amal newspaper that was printed on weekly basis offering charged 

political news and less concentrated religious message for the community than al-Ḥikma or al-

Munṭalaq. 

Many of the authors in al-Munṭalaq (supervised by ‘Alī al-Kūrānī) and al-Ḥikma 

(supervised by Faḍlullāh) were from the members of the student movement of the Da‘wa Party 

in Lebanon. Following the directives of its main clerical mentor in Lebanon (Faḍlullāh, after 

Kūrānī’s departure to Iran) and Iraq (Bāqir al-Ṣadr before his execution), the Da‘wa Party 

attempted to assume the central role in the mounting Islamic action in Lebanon following the 

Islamic revolution. Its activists joined the various Islamic organizations from the Amal 

movement to the revolutionary committees that operated in the mosques of the southern suburbs 
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of Beirut since the 1979. Writings of al-Ḥikma and al-Munṭalaq reflected the rising influence of 

both the IDP and Faḍlullāh after 1979. 

In 1979, al-Ḥikma first issue appeared few months after the success of the revolution. 

Topics of al-Ḥikma followed the nature of the ideas of its supervisor, Faḍlullāh. Articles looked 

at the importance of education and social empowerment. Other topics focused on topics that 

were increasingly polemical concerning the importance of women’s veil as a “Qur’ānic 

directive” and an “Islamic legislation.”516 The articles at this stage, moreover, appeared to be 

more oriented towards cultivating the religiosity of public rather than the indoctrinating the 

religious cadres of the movement. In an article on ḥijāb for instance, the authors who were 

religiously activist women told their viewpoint and experience about wearing the veil.  

The Islamic revolution, to be sure, expanded the religious da‘wa that had started in the 

earlier years. With Sharī‘atī and Bāqir al-Ṣadr, the Shī‘a rediscovered the revolutionary paradigm 

of Imam Ḥusayn. Faḍlullāh, reinterpreted even the common acts of worship. In various articles, 

he reconceptualized the acts of hajj (pilgrimage) and ṣawm (fasting) to illustrate how the worship 

of God could be a source of social power.517 His writings in al-Ḥikma, in 1979, built on his late 

1976 writings in a book entitled Islam and the logic of power, in which he tackled several 
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concepts about the legality of violence, social change, individualism, social solidarity, and 

uprising in the age of the ghayba.518  

Throughout the Logic of power, thus, Faḍlullāh calls for enjoining good and forbidding 

evil, irrespective of the costs that community could incur.519 Social power, however, he writes, is 

not always based on violence, particularly when dealing with members of Muslim community.  

In his view, feeding the poor or hosting refugees is another form of social power based on the 

Islamic concept of social solidarity.520 Writing in a time of sectarian cleansing that forced the 

Shī‘a ad Palestinians out of the predominantly Christian regions around East Beirut, he justifies 

violent resistance against what he considers external threats.521 No doubt, Faḍlullāh, the caller 

for authentic Islam, authenticates his views basing his call for the various modes (violent or 

peaceful) of social power on the nature of the historical context. Thus, he gleans two examples of 

social power from Islamic traditions. The first is the interaction between the Anṣār (residents of 

Medina who advocated the cause of the Prophet) and the Muḥajirūn (followers of Muḥammad 

who escaped persecution of Meccans), when the residents of Medina hosted the incomers from 

Mecca. As an example of the second, he points out that against the existential threat the Muslim 

community responded with violence against the Kuffār (disbelievers).522 In his view, revolutions 
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and responses to aggression against Muslims did not end with the Imams and is not suspended 

until the return of the twelfth Imam. Muslims should still fight in order to decide their fate and 

destiny in life.  

A fixture of the thought of Faḍlullāh between his experiences in both Iraq and Lebanon is 

his focus on internal power of those who represent the Islamic Personality –which relies on 

education, da‘wa, and authentication. He speaks of zuhd, a primary dimension of the Islamic 

Personality, by drawing on the words of an austere Shī‘ī Imām, Zayn al-‘Ābidīn b. Alī, who said, 

“O God, as much as I hate to be oppressed, save me from oppressing others.”523 Here zuhd 

(austerity) lays the foundation not only for excessive indulgence in desires, but also in abstinence 

when the ability to oppress becomes abundant. He also cites the powerful saying of Imam ‘Alī 

that exemplifies Faḍlullāh’s empowerment discourse: “Austerity does not mean that you do not 

own anything, austerity means that you are not owned [by what you own].”524 Faḍlullāh, 

moreover, stresses the merits of patience on suffer and oppression, and considers this a form of 

jihād al-nafs (lit.: struggle against the self), which is a form of a resistance against evil ideas, 

disorienting desires, and impure practices.525 In contrast to al-jihād al-aṣghar (lesser jihād), 

which is mostly against the external enemies of Islam, “al-jihād al-Akbar is jihād al-nafs” 

against the internal enemies of the Muslim in his life, Faḍlullāh writes, quoting the Prophet.526 

The concept of jihād al-akbar would emerged as primary source of educating the religious 
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cadres of the Hizbullah, following the writings Imams Khomeini instead of Faḍlullāh. In 

following year after the Islamic revolution, Faḍlullāh reiterated his 1970s’s views about jihād al-

nafs, another form zuhd in al-Ḥikma periodical. Continuing with his ideas, fasting was not only 

about abstinence from food to feel hunger and to show obedience to the worshipped creator, but 

also a political act of boycott.527 Faḍlullāh, for example, calls upon the community of the pious 

to adopt continuous fasting from “political and military alliances that harm the reputation of the 

umma.” He cites the effectiveness and power of this form of fasting, which lies under the 

category of both lesser and greater forms of jihād, in the example of the tobacco revolution in 

Iran when people boycotted foreign products and consumed the mediocre local product. He thus 

introduces the concept of “political fasting” (al-ṣawm al-siyāsī) that not only strengthens the will 

of the believer, but also hurts the colonialists and imperialists.528  

Faḍlullāh’s writing here were not aimed for internal education but rather for collective 

inculcation of the community in a time the Islamic state became a reality, which necessitated a 

premature shift from underground da‘wa to other forms of jihād in the public sphere. Although 

Hizbullah adopted Imam Khomeini’s lesson from al-Jihād al-akbar, the pioneers of Islamic 

activism in Shī‘ī Lebanon had been exposed to similar ideas with Faḍlullāh.529 Harmony in this 
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domain between Faḍullāh and the Iranian Islamists was telling of the reasons why many depicted 

him as the spiritual guide of Hizbullah. While he was not the “oracle of Hizbullah”, Faḍlullāh, no 

doubt, was one of several spiritual guides of the Islamic movement.530 Given his views, 

including his belief in the legality of creating the condition for an Islamic order, it was natural 

that he was among the first to identify with the leadership of Khomeini, as the walī al-faqīh.531  

Scene 4: Islamization of Amal 

Between 1978 and 1982, after the disappearance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, the Amal movement 

entered a phase of Islamization. While Amal had clear religious shades over its public rhetoric, 

the Islamic revolution stepped up the religious language and the Islamic tenor of its cadres. In the 

absence of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, the movement lacked the filtering process and cohesive force that kept 

its integrity. Amal’s pragmatic religious ideology, particularly Qur’ānism that treated the Qur’ān 

as a source of a religious culture, moreover, could not withstand the penetration and the 
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unspoken tension among various orientations and the competing predilections within the 

movement.  

To offer a vivid account that shows the Islamic tenor and mentality that emerged within 

Amal, I examine a few speeches by a Shī‘ī religious activist, Khalīl Jrādī, one of the local 

resistance leaders in the Amal movement. Khalīl Jrādī was a representative of a radical current 

within Amal. Those who knew him tell stories about his piety, about his extreme opposition to 

the Left, and about him bearing the Qur’ān wherever he went. While his outlook and language 

indicate that he was an Islamist, his affiliation to Hizbullah cannot be attested. Despite 

ambiguities that surrounded the reflections on his ideological position, his speeches, nonetheless, 

explain the nature of the religious identity that began to seep within Amal after Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

disappeared. These well-heard and effective speeches of Jrādī, documented in recordings and 

transcriptions, inspired a generation of religious cadres between 1977 and 1985. When Israel 

assassinated him, along with several leaders of the Amal movement including Muḥammad Sa‘d, 

who was among the closest associates of Chamrān and a lecturer in the Vocational Institute, 

Nabīh Birrī announced that “half of the south have been martyred, and the remaining half should 

continue the struggle until full liberation.”532 Both Sa‘d and Jrādī represented a current whose 

worldviews were strongly religious and that differed from Birrī’s more religiously liberal 

mentality. In 1979, in a speech commemorating the birth of Sayyida Zaynab and celebrating the 

success of the Islamic Revolution, Jrādī spoke about the symbolism of Zaynab who witnessed 

the martyrdom of Imam Ḥusayn and continued his struggle by becoming the voice of the 
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voiceless oppressed, or as he puts it: Zaynab was “lisānan li-man qaṭa‘at alsinatahum suyūf al-

jallādīn.”533 He adds, “Her great historical responsibility was to complete the message and fulfil 

the journey” of Imam Ḥusayn. Most certainly, in 1979, before the development and importation 

of revolutionary discourses from Iran, Jrādī built his speeches on the discourses of ‘Alī 

Sharī‘atī’s ideas dividing struggle into two paradigms. The first is the Ḥusayni paradigm that 

pursues martyrdom, spreading the true of message of Islam by blood, and the second is the 

complementary model of Sayyid Zaynab, who continued the fight of good against evil despite 

the apparent defeat after the massacre. In his view, by the success of the Islamic Revolution, the 

message that Zaynab had circulated had finally emerged triumphant.534  

On 1 April 1981, Jrādī delivered a furious speech in front of the followers and supporters 

in his hometown Ma‘raka in the Tyre province commemorating Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s martyrdom in 

1980. The speech focused on Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s role as a center of gravity in a tripartite structure 

linking the “Islamic revolutions” in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon. In several speeches between 1980 

and 1981, Jrādī linked the struggles of Sayyid Mūsā, Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Khomeini.535  In his 

view, the vanished Imam Mūsā al-Ṣadr was the leader of the first Shī‘ī revolution in modern 

times, taking place in Iraq and Lebanon. He proposed that Mūsā al-Ṣadr played a role in 

organizing both the Iraqi and Iranian revolutions alongside Bāqir al-Ṣadr and Khomeini, an idea 
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that many in Amal had adopted. Showing affinity to Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s views, Jrādī argued that he 

filled the “the philosophical vacuum in this era” when he wrote Falsafatunā and offered 

solutions to economic problems caused by colonialism and materialism through Iqtiṣādunā. 

After lambasting the Ba‘th Party, viewing them as the representatives of killers of Imam Ḥusayn, 

whose members were involved in satellite battles with the Islamists of Amal around Beirut, Jrādī 

calls for a complete adoption of martyrdom line, following the Ḥusayni paradigm. He argues 

that, after years of Iranian attempts to achieve emancipation from the Shah’s regime, the line of 

martyrdom led the Iranian Revolution to victory. Interestingly, he considers that this line of 

Martyrdom was the workings of ‘Alī Sharī‘atī’s thought, considering him the father of the 

Islamic Revolution in Iran.536 

On 1 March 1985, two day before his assassination, Jrādī stood for the last time in front 

of his inspired followers. In a ḥusayniyya filled with the posters of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, Bāqir al-Ṣadr, 

Muṣṭafā Chamrān, and Khomeini, Jrādī boasted his association with the “Khomeinid wave.” 

Jrādī then rooted Khomeinism in the Imami tradition proposing that the “Khomeinid wave was 

promised by the Imams some 1400 years or 1300 years ago, that an Imam will arise from Qom 

and with him emerges men made of metal like Iron who never fear the storms and never 

craven.”537 Similar statements and rhetoric convinced anti-Hizbullah writers, like Waḍḍāḥ 

Sharāra, to suggest, in Dawlat Ḥizbullāh, that many religious activists (such as Khalīl Jrādī in 

Amal) in the community were Khomeinids (Khumayniyyūn). A simple comparison of the 
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writings of Amal and al-Munṭalaq (the Da‘wa Party that become a Hizbullah periodical in 1982) 

during the same period, however, demonstrates that Khomeinism was a spectrum of allegiances 

and affiliations rather than a homogenous ideological and organizational unit.538 

From similar speeches and writings that spread within Amal’s network (ḥusayniyyas and 

Amal newspaper), several sources of influence on Amal’s religious outlook could be recognized 

between the late 1970s and early 1980s. While the influence of the speeches and the discourses 

of the Islamic Revolution was natural, there were also the ideas of the Da‘wa Party current that 

arrived with many Da‘wa activists who joined Amal to Islamize its since 1978. The most 

dominant current, still, was Amal’s original religious cadres who built on the ideas of ‘Alī 

Sharī‘atī and Mūsā al-Ṣadr. The initiated observers mistakenly understood this current’s views in 

the 1980s as Khomeinid-based discourses.  

The Khomeinid current of Amal 

Hence, after the disappearance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, the religious cadres of Amal felt they 

met in Khomeini a new source of inspiration and empowerment. Muṣṭafā Chamrān, hence, like 

many in Amal, found himself at loss without his friend Sayyid Mūsā. He soon left to join 

Khomeini, becoming the defense minister in the new interim government of Iran. In Lebanon, 

the students of Chamrān and the immediate followers of Mūsā al-Ṣadr had already began 

spreading the ideology that Sayyid Mūsā developed through his 1976 through 1978 lessons in the 

Jabal ‘Āmil Vocational institute and the Islamic Studies school in Tyre. Despite subtle 
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differences in style, the slogans that both “Islamic Revolution movement” and the Amal 

movement  delivered to stir the masses were derived from the Karbalā’ paradigm whose most 

influential ideologue in the 1970s was ‘Alī Sharī‘atī.539  

During this formative period in Iran between 1978 and 1981, the close circles of 

Khomeini, constituting the Council of Experts, including clerics, politicians, and economists, 

were engaged in writing the constitutional platform of the Islamic republic. The ideologues of 

the revolution naturally consulted the works of pioneers of Shī‘ī renaissance such as Sharī‘atī, 

Muṭahharī, and Bāqir al-Ṣadr. While revolutionary ideas about Karbalā’ by Sharī‘atī were utterly 

appropriated, the ideas of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, according to Chibli Mallat, offered the blueprint for an 

Islamic constitution for the Islamic Republic.540 To be sure, the Islamic Republic’s ideologues 

appropriated and adjusted the literature of political Shī‘ism to fit the definitions needed to frame 

the formulation of wilāyat al-faqīh. After the assassination of Murtaḍā Muṭahharī in May 

1979,541 his writings on al-Malḥama al-Ḥusayniyya (the Ḥusayni epic), Islamic 

constitutionalism, and martyrdom, alongside Khomeini’s treatises on wilāyat al-faqīh and al-

Jihād al-akbar, would emerge as the most influential in the 1980s, particularly in the circles of 
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1992). 



 

251 

 

Hizbullah.542 Despite the increasing importance of Muṭahharī’s writings in the 1980s, with the 

cultural revolution in Iran, Amal Islamization relied more on the 1970s tradition of Shī‘ism. 

Even as the writings of Muṭahharī began to gain popularity, they did not prove to be an 

aberration from Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s and Sharī‘atī’s views. In fact, all the three authors shared similar 

views promoting activism and rejecting passivism. While the Da‘wa cadres and the revolutionary 

committees in Beirut began to circulate the discourse of Khomeini and the Islamic revolution, 

even before the formation of Hizbullah in 1982, the Amal cadres endorsed Khomeini, but with 

obvious differentiation. The core discourse remained attached to their initial learning showing 

either resilience of change or lack of enthusiasm to shift the new ideological development. 

Perhaps, in the absence of their vanished Imam, Mūsā al-Ṣadr, many in Amal decide to stay the 

course until his hoped return.543  

The Da‘wa within Amal 

Islamization of Amal in the late 1970s was also partly associated with the decision of the 

Da‘wa Party to join Amal after Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s disappearance. Before and after the 

disappearance of Sayyid Mūsā, the Amal movement had religious voices that came from outside 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s network. Irrespective of whether Faḍlullāh and Bāqir al-Ṣadr encouraged the 

Da‘wa activists to join Amal after Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s disappearance, the Islamists had been in Amal 
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 The first time the reference to Khomeini’s writings on al-Jihād al-Akbar appeared in October 1979 in the sixth 
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since the outset. Some of them joined because they believed in Sayyid Mūsā’s role in spreading 

Islam, whereas others joined in order to use Amal as a ladder to reach their higher goals and to 

grow their cells. Islamization in the Shī‘ī community, certainly, increased with the return of 

Lebanese clerics from Iraq in the 1970s. Returning students of religion, particularly disciples of 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr, brought the ideas of the Da‘wa into the Shī‘ī community, including to the Amal 

circles; hence the circulation of Iqtiṣādunā and Falsafatunā to which Khalīl Jrādī returned. 

Writings of Bāqir al-Ṣadr and his influence passed to Amal’s core cadres who were eager to read 

his books alongside the works of Sharī‘atī. The acceptance of Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s ideas by Amal in 

fact indicate that neither Mūsā al-Ṣadr nor his close followers had voiced their discontent with 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s presumed role in the competition that Sayyid Mūsā faced from the Da‘wa Party. 

If anything, this indicates that the existence of dislike to Mūsā al-Ṣadr could be related to internal 

competition associated with local clerics and activists, rather than general Da‘wa decision. 

Since1978, furthermore, members of the Da‘wa Party, particularly Union of Muslim Students’ 

members joined Amal and attempted to steer it in a clear Islamic direction after Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

disappearance. This infiltration would bring several Da‘wa representatives to the leadership 

echelon of Amal during its second general convention.544  

Some of the newcomers to the Amal movement were prominent names in the Islamist 

milieu such as Na‘īm Qāsim and ‘Alī ‘Ammār from the Da‘wa Party current. In March 30, 1979, 

Na‘īm Qāsim assumed the position of the secretary of cultural affairs in Amal, alongside other 
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Islamists from within Amal such as Zakariyya Ḥamza (military affairs), Muḥammad Sa‘d 

(student affairs), and Muṣṭafā Chamrān (general organizing affairs).545 Then, in April 1980, 

Nabīh Birrī replaced Ḥusayn al-Ḥusaynī at the helm of Amal’s leadership. Neither Birrī nor 

Ḥusaynī were religious, hence they had to navigate a territory permeated by an Islamic field of 

activists and cadres. By the third convention in 1981, the Islamists’ power inside Amal reached 

its zenith. Shams al-Dīn then assumed the role of the spiritual guide of the Amal movement. His 

new role coincided with the Islamists taking over the cultural, organizational, and military facets, 

leaving the political joint in the hands of the more secular and shrewd lawyer Nabīh Birrī. Most 

clear in this period, therefore, was the rise of the Islamists as a mainstream current within Amal, 

whose leadership cohort included by now, students of Chamrān, liberal Shī‘ī politicians, and 

Da‘wa affiliated members.546 

Aspects of Islamization 

The rise of the religious current within Amal had important effects on the discourses that 

the movement propagated in the villages and cities. Formerly restricted to the pages of 

periodicals such as al-Munṭalaq and al-Ḥikma (both linked to Da‘wa-like groups and clerics), 

themes of da‘wa began to permeate the pages of Amal. A close glance at the religious writings in 
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 Ḥamza joined Hizbullah after the “war of brothers.” His Islamic attitude collided with Birrī, the president of 
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Amal after the disappearance of Mūsā al-Ṣadr in 1978 confirms the development new Islamic 

literary field, as new entrants to the Amal movement and clerics who were not associated with 

the movement before began to publish articles tackling themes that did not appear as intensively 

before on the pages of Amal. The Islamization process of the Amal’s themes was one natural 

outcome of the Islamist takeover of the cultural and educational facets of the Shī‘ī movement 

since 1979. For example, articles on “promotion of good and prohibition of evil” deemed by the 

Da‘wa as the “sixth duty” (al-farīḍa al-sādisa) in Islam finally appeared on the pages of Amal 

whose authors previously relied on the writings of Shams al-Dīn, Mūsā al-Ṣadr, and Sharī‘atī. 

Articles not only discussed the importance of “promoting good and forbidding evil,” but also 

delineated the “personality” of one who enforces “promotion and prohibition.” Discussions 

began to assume ideas that are ubiquitous in the da‘wa literature such as the writing of 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh and other Da‘wa Party related authors.547 For example, a full page 

appeared discussing the important of the Islamic public opinion (al-ra’y al-‘ām al-Islāmī) and 

the necessity of building the Islamic personality, literally adopting ideas that appeared in Da‘wa 

Party publications in Beirut in 1976, such as the works of an Iraqi cleric, a student of Bāqir al-

Ṣadr, Zuhayr al-A‘rajī.548 Thus, through the Da‘wa Party cadres who assumed cultural and 

educational roles, the literature of da‘wa, particularly that which emerged in Faḍlullāh’s da‘wa 

works, would seep into Amal. Unquestionably, Shams al-Dīn’s writings and ideas that 

burgeoned in the same milieu of the Da‘wa Party circulated as well within Amal’s circles and 
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mediums since he became Mūsā al-Ṣadr deputy in SISC in 1975. Thus, the Amal movement that 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr envisioned, in 1976 as a non-sectarian inclusive movement that adopts the Qur’ān 

as a source of its ideology looked strictly Islamic by the arrival of 1980.549 To be sure, Amal, 

since its inception, was prominently Shī‘ī, despite the vision and hopes of its founding leader. 

After his disappearance, Mūsā al-Ṣadr ideological proposals about a Qur’ānic cultural and a 

humanist movement totally evaporated as Amal became a major part of the sectarian conflict in 

Lebanon since 1979. 

Moreover, the influence of the Da‘wa on the Amal movement materialized in the form of 

proxy battles with the Communists and, particularly, the Ba‘thists in Beirut. When the news of 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s and his sister Bint al-Hudā’s execution in Beirut broke out, battles erupted in 

Beirut claiming the lives of several Islamist cadres associated with Amal and others who were 

linked to the revolutionary Iranian committees. The arrival of the Da‘wa to Amal gave more 

relevance not only to the ideas of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, but also to the ideas of Faḍlullāh. Shams al-Dīn 

continued to retain prominence among many Islamists, despite facing criticisms in the Islamic 

milieu for attempting to pursue a moderate approach to the sectarian conflict and civil war, 

following the steps of his predecessor Mūsā al-Ṣadr in SISC of which many Islamists 

disapproved as it does emphasize the important of establishing an Islamic state. IDP’s al-

Munṭalaq broke an unspoken marginalization of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s writing and publish some of 
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views only after his disappearance. 550  Arguably, this move was part of the IDP’s plan to take 

over Amal. However, as Khomeini’s influence began to grow among the Islamists of the various 

factions, setting aside the controversial wilāyat al-faqīh, Khomeini’s stature became the most 

dominant. In December 1982, as Khomeini consolidated power in Iran, and his Islamic army 

absorbed the shocks of the Iraqi war, his leadership began to shine elsewhere, particularly in 

Lebanon. Six months before the formation of Hizbullah, an short article entitled, “the guidance 

of Imam Khomeini for the youth of Islam to build the self,” appeared on the pages of Amal 

calling upon its Islamist audience, who were mostly Amal members, to follow an ethical version 

of Islam based on compassion, solidarity, piety, discipline, austerity, and self-cultivation.551  

While Islamists avoided competing with Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s during his life, they planned to 

change Amal’s religious identity after his disappearance gradually by inducing their discourses 

and religious ideas. Most interesting about the arrival of Da‘wa line was their different level of 

affinity to Khomeini’s ideas from the levels that the Amal cadres like Khalīl Jrādī had. After the 

execution of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, the views of Khomeini dominated within the Da‘wa network as the 

Da‘wa paid allegiance to Khomeini following the guidelines set to them by Muḥammad Bāqir 

who purportedly asked his followers to follow Khomeini’s leadership after his death. This was 

not the case for the Amal movement whose members still relied on the speeches of Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

as the main source of inspiration and education for the movement cadres. As a result, the 

                                                 

550
 Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s article in al-Munṭalaq was about the supremacy of the Qur’ānic approach to religious cultivation 

of Muslims, See Mūsā al-Ṣadr, "al-Taḥidiyāt al-mu‘āṣira li al-tarbiya al-dīniyya," al-Munṭalaq no. 4 (April 1979): 

36-39. 

551
 “Irshādāt al-Imām al-Khumaynī” Amal, 4 December 1982  



 

257 

 

intellectual development of the movement entered into a period of intellectual halt despite Shams 

al-Dīn’s efforts.552 

In Amal, those who had accepted wilāyat al-faqīh from the Da‘wa Party coexisted with 

those who admired Khomeini without associating with his Islamic government theory. 

Apparently, this subject was a matter of confusion on the pages of Amal that became a Hyde 

Park for competing opinions in the early 1980s. On 10 July 1981, Ḥusayn al-Mūsawī addressed a 

crowd that gathered in Tehran University to commemorate Chamrān during the one-week 

anniversary of his death on the frontline of battles in Khuzestan in Iran. He said, “The sons of 

Amal had studied the book of wilāyat al-faqīh of the leading Imam [Khomeini], and they 

believed that those who die between his hands (meaning while following the line of the Imam) in 

Khuzestan are like those who die between the hands of Ḥusayn.” Around the same period, 

however, in the speeches of Khalīl Jrādī, the local leader from south Lebanon, wilāyat al-faqīh 

did not feature. After the arrival of the Pāsdārān to Lebanon in 1982 to organize the Islamic 

resistance, the religious discourses and outlook of Khalīl Jrādī underwent a transformation that 

made many assume his connection to Hizbullah and to the supporters of Khomeini. Like many 

others in Amal, Jrādī praised Imam Khomeini and followed his line. However, through his 

speeches, Jrādī, a radical sample from the period, never addressed wilāyat al-faqīh in his 

speeches, although he addressed Ḥusayn’s revolution in Karbalā’ or Mahdism (belief in the 

imminent return of the Mahdī). Irrespective of the actual views of Jrādī, who was a strictly pious 

man, more comparable to Hizbullah’s cadres than Nabīh Birrī and his type in Amal, the fact that 
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he did not address the topic of wilāyat al-faqīh shows that there could be a level of disagreement 

on this issue among the Islamists in the Shī‘ī community.553 Khomeinism, therefore, symbolized 

a revolutionary model rather than system of governance. In a sense, Amal’s radicals followed the 

Islamic Revolution as model of activism, but not as a path towards the Islamic Republic under 

the rule of walī al-faqīh. 

Khomeinism that characterized Amal, therefore, was not sufficient to lure many of 

Amal’s rebel preachers to Hizbullah. One major reason, to be sure, was the presence of the 

Nabīh Birrī’s political current and the religious guardians of Amal, followers of Chamrān. 

Despite their differences, both groups prevented Amal’s apparent drift away from Mūsā al-

Ṣadr’s discourse. But another reason that held the Islamists of Mūsā al-Ṣadr from endorsing the 

Iranian Republic, and that brought Nabīh Birrī’s group closer to an alliance with the Syrian 

regime rather than the Islamic Republic, was the way by which the Iranian Revolution movement 

handled the issue of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s disappearance. 

The Quest for Mūsā al-Ṣadr and an Ambivalent Revolution  

When Mūsā al-Ṣadr disappeared, Amal entered a stage of uncertainty. But the Islamic 

revolution provided great hopes in Khomeini’s leadership. While Khomeini filled a vacuum, the 

Amal movement and al-Ṣadr’s family had more expectation from the Iranian leaders than they 

displayed towards the issue of the Mūsā al-Ṣadr.  As Khomeini was consolidating his powers in 

Iran, Amal sent representatives to Tehran to seek help in resolving the case of Sayyid Musa. In 

                                                 

553
 There is no strict evidence that the likes of Khalīl Jrādī adopted Hizbullah’s ideas after 1982. His group most 

likely has so much symbolic and material forms of capital in Amal that made them never think about existing. 

Moreover, his group was still engaged in resistance operations by the time of their death. 



 

259 

 

Iran, the family and friends of Sayyid Mūsā formed a pressure group to keep the case of Sayyid 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr alive.554 In December 1980, Chamrān announced, “Khomeini is exerting greatest 

pressures” in order to bring back Sayyid Mūsā. The sincerity of Chamrān’s friendship and his 

genuine feelings towards Sayyid Mūsā could not have cloaked a rising tension between Amal 

and Islamic factions within the Iranian regime. Most striking for Amal leaders was the fact that 

Iran resumed its diplomatic relations with Libya. Disapproving of such relations, Chamrān 

suggested the proponents of resuming these relations argued that they could convince the Libyan 

regime to cooperate.555 Chamrān’s position, undeniably, revealed tensions and disagreements 

among the various factions revolving around Khomeini, regarding several issues, including Mūsā 

al-Ṣadr’s case. 

Four months after the interview with Chamrān, a radical Iranian cleric-judge, Ṣādiq 

Khalkhālī issued statements during a visit to Libya and Italy, where al-Ṣadr had supposedly 

disappeared during one leg of his trip. Khalkhālī practically absolved the Libyans from the 

crime, suggesting that Israel was behind Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s assassination in Rome.556 Khalkhālī’s 

views would draw furious angry reactions from Amal’s leaders.557 In Iran, the foreign minister 

Ṣādiq Quṭbzāda, who had close ties to Sayyid Mūsā, would state that Khalkhālī’s views do not 

represent the Iranian leadership’s position. Quṭbzāda, however, was practically referring to a 
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faction in the Iranian government, including Bāzirgān and the LMI current that left power under 

different, yet related, circumstances.  

Quṭbzāda, a friend of Nabīh Birrī, fell in favor and the Iranian regime accused him of 

treason. He was executed in 1982. Chamrān had died few months earlier in battles defending the 

regime, leaving Amal’s connection to Iran desperately cold as it became clear that there were no 

Iranian plan to put any pressure on Qadhdhāfī in order to uncover the fate of Sayyid Mūsā. 

Iranian did not want to risk their relation with Libya, particularly with the advent of the Iranian-

Iraqi war.  

By 1982, when Hizbullah came to life, splitting the ranks of Amal, Nabīh Birrī led Amal 

away from whirlpool of Islamization, despite internal objections from Amal’s Islamists. He 

would succeed to consolidate his grip over all the facets of Amal only after 1988, when the war 

of brothers claimed the lives of many prominent leaders in Amal. Many others who did not die 

joined Hizbullah, including a faction known the “the Faithful Resistance” (al-muqāwama al-

mu’mina) or the Faithful Amal, which was different from Ḥusayn al-Mūsawī’s Islamic Amal.558  

In final sum, the Iranian failure to reveal mystery of Sayyid Mūsā’s disappearance drifted 

many in Amal, including religious cadres of the movement, away from Iran’s field of influence. 

It contributed to Iran’s decision to create a more organic Islamic movement, less hybrid, less 

unruly, and more loyal than the Amal movement. Other factors promoted this approach including 

the inherent Islamist opposition in the 1970s to aspects of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s religious and social 
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legacy and Amal’s political positions in Lebanon before and after Mūsā al-Ṣadr. Political reasons 

and personal factors, to be sure, more than any ideological disagreement, explains why many of 

the religious cadres of Amal away from Hizbullah. Beyond, 1985, the differences among the 

religious cadres of the Shī‘ī community would crystalize taking more ideological forms than 

political or organizational. Around this time, the majority in Amal shifted towards emulating the 

leading marja‘s in Najaf rather than the walī al-faqīh in Iran. Political and religious choices 

became ever intertwined and inseparable. 

Shī‘ī Opposition to the Amal Movement before and after Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s Disappearance 

Several Islamists never liked Mūsā al-Ṣadr during his life, and they detested the Amal 

movement after his disappearance, particularly after their failed bid to steer it in their Islamist 

direction, away from Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s line. They wanted al-Ṣadr’s legacy without his vision. They 

wanted Amal without Mūsā al-Ṣadr. These Islamists had established strong connections with the 

Fatah movement before the revolution, and became radical proponents of Khomeini after it. 

Their interest intersected with the interests of the religious radicals in the revolutionary 

movement in Iran, who found in the Palestinian case an embodiment of a struggle in which Islam 

should engage without wavering.  

In 1979, for instance, Muḥammad Muntaẓirī, a young cleric and the son of the prominent 

religious scholar Ḥusayn Muntaẓirī, announced that he plans to move to south Lebanon to lead a 

liberation movement formed of 1000 volunteers to engage in the battle for Palestine through 
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south Lebanon. The project, however, did not materialize, but it offended Amal.559  The 

propositions of Muntaẓirī angered the Amal movement for several reasons. Primarily, since 

1978, Amal, with and after Mūsā al-Ṣadr, as we have discussed above, had been arguing that 

unregulated military resistance causes calamities in south Lebanon and offers Israel an excuse to 

occupy the south and displace its helpless population. Amal’s leaders were worried that the 

volunteers’ arrival to south Lebanon would endanger the prospects of the success of the UNSC 

resolution 425 that ordered Israel to withdraw. Muṣṭafā Chamrān, who was the defense minister 

in the Iran’s government at the time, echoed the same opinion of the Amal movement about 

Muntaẓirī. In his opinion, Muntaẓirī’s actions were slogans that do not serve the cause of 

liberation. He stressed that Muntaẓirī’s view did not represent the Iranian leadership, by whom 

he was referring to Khomeini. Chamrān then argued that the best way to liberate Palestine and 

protect Lebanon is by fortifying the Islamic revolution and by promoting its success that could 

yield positive results on all other dependent fronts.560  The leader of Amal at the time, Ḥusayn 

al-Ḥusaynī stated what Chamrān avoided to say by accusing Muḥammad Muntaẓirī of being a 

tool of Qadhdhāfī’s regime, pointing out that similar statements would damage the Islamic 

Revolution’s relations with the Shī‘a of Lebanon and harm the image of his father Ḥusayn ‘Alī 

Muntaẓirī  (d. 2009) among Amal’s followers.561 In outcome, Ṣādiq Quṭbzāda, the strong prime 
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minister of Iran whom the revolutionary court later ordered to be executed on accounts of treason 

against the Revolution, prevented the volunteers and Muntaẓirī from travelling to Lebanon.562 

Muḥammad Muntaẓirī represented a radical mentality, that referred to themselves as “the 

Line of the Imam” that was on the rise in Iran and that was about to replace the moderates in the 

regime, particularly Bāzirgān at the helm of power. The academic Houchang Chehabi reports 

that Muntaẓirī compelled Mūsā al-Ṣadr to post Khomeini’s picture behind him while he was 

officiating the burial of Sharī‘atī in 1977.563 Such a report dates the roots of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

tensions with Khomeini’s followers to the days when the latter was still in Najaf. The account 

seems to make assumptions that Mūsā al-Ṣadr did not like Khomeini.564 Assuming that the 

account was true, the more convincing story would be that Mūsā al-Ṣadr found no reason for 

posting a picture of someone who had no relevance to Sharī‘atī except that they shared animosity 

towards the regime of the Shah. Moreover, it assumes that Mūsā al-Ṣadr would take threats from 

a young fanatic cleric like Muntaẓirī. Based on biographical accounts of several Iranian activists, 

furthermore, Houchang Chehabi reports that the relationships between al-Ṣadr’s family and 

Khomeini was marred by misunderstandings and differences, although they often met on the 

goals of liberation and emancipation, as well as on the shared discontent with religious 

quietism.565 Irrespective of the veracity of these accounts, it is fair to believe that the 

revolutionary line in Iran included many members who alienated themselves from Mūsā al-Ṣadr 
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and the Amal movement in Lebanon since 1977. Take for example the case of the Islamist 

Iranian, Jalāl al-Dīn Fārisī, who participated in Islamic activism in Beirut before the Islamic 

Revolution.566 Fārisī was a prominent participant in Maktabat Muṭahharī (the library of 

Muṭahharī), in which revolutionary Islamists and religious cadres from Fatah participated.567 

This group differentiated itself from other Islamists in the community, including both the Amal 

movement and the Da‘wa Party currents. In Iran, Jalal al-Dīn al-Fārisī would eventually run for 

Iranian presidency representing the Republican Party (RP) and the “Line of the Imam,” a group 

of Islamists who espoused radical measures against the liberals and the Left.568 While they 

deemed themselves as the closest to Khomeini’s heart, Khomeini treated them with caution, 

likely because their fanaticism could have been unpredictable. He initially played a neutral role 

among the various factions of the revolution, during the consolidation era. Fārisī’s Afghani 

origins, however, disqualified him constitutionally. His withdrawal paved the way for Banī 

Ṣadr’s raucous presidency.569 Fārisī’s peers and followers in Maktabat Muṭahharī in Lebanon 

would participate in the revolutionary committees in the early 1980s and would join Hizbullah 

upon its formation. 

One most influential example of this current was Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ al-Ḥusaynī. He 

reportedly respected Mūsā al-Ṣadr and cooperated with Amal. He, however, was mostly active 
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within the Fatah movement, with strong ties to Yāsir ‘Arafāt. Through him, hundreds of Iranian 

would join the Fataḥ movement to receive training before and after the success of the revolution. 

Given his affiliation with Fatah, he naturally disagreed with Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s views on the 

Palestinian Resistance in the late 1970s. Ṣāliḥ al-Ḥusaynī was in the Islamic movement in Iraq 

before arriving to Lebanon in 1967, when he began his association with the Fatah movement. He 

maintained connections with the various religious circles in Lebanon and, thus, he was closer to 

the IDP and Fatah’s Islamists than to Amal, before he was assassinated in 6 March 1981 in a 

context of battles between the Islamists and the Ba‘th Party.570 Anīs Naqqāsh attributes to 

Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ al-Ḥusaynī his opposition to Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s pragmatic religious project.571 At 

the time, he was serving as the political counselor of the Islamic Revolution in Lebanon. Despite 

his Iranian connection, his obituary on the pages of Amal newspaper, lacked grief and passion 

that they often showed for their martyrs, indicating a sense of coldness inside Amal towards him 

in life and death.572  

The Iranian groups that operated in Lebanon by the time Sayyid Mūsā left included 

factions related to Khomeini’s supporters, the radical (Islamic Left) Khalq organization, and the 

LMI, in addition to the Iranians who worked within Amal. Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ al-Ḥusaynī, 

Muḥammad Muntaẓirī, and Jalāl al-Fārisī, and their fellow revolutionary volunteers and activists 

in Lebanon, however, constituted an early opposition front to the ideals of Mūsā al-Ṣadr and the 
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Amal movement.  In Iran, they were proponents of the Revolutionary Party against LMI and 

other friends of Mūsā al-Ṣadr. Unlike Mūsā al-Ṣadr and Chamrān, they did not have the political 

sensibility towards Lebanese sectarian politics. They did not fathom Sayyid Mūsā’s shifting 

positions regarding the military resistance in south Lebanon. In outcome, Palestine and Islam —

both central for the contemporary Shī‘ī activist identity— were a major cause for demarcating 

the internal boundaries in the Community. 
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Concluding Remarks 

In this study, I showed how the years between 1978 and 1982 witnessed massive 

transformations that revolutionized the Shī‘ī sect on Islamic basis. I contextualized important 

intellectual and organizational developments in the Shī‘ī community as Israel invaded, Mūsā al-

Ṣadr disappeared, and the Islamic Revolution succeeded. 

The findings of this study suggest that the formation of Hizbullah in 1982 built on several 

interconnected events and developments. First, the Amal movement before Hizbullah had 

acquired military experience, benefiting from interactions with the Fatah movement on the 

frontlines of battles in south Lebanon. While Mūsā al-Ṣadr, founding father of the Shī‘ī Islamic 

activism, maintained a dominant position until his disappearance in 1978, many Islamic groups 

grew outside his movement and opposed him on two major levels: his pragmatic religious 

platform and his hesitant positions towards the resistance project. Among those who differed 

with him on similar issues during the period were clerics like Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh, 

Hānī Faḥṣ, Muḥammad Ḥasan al-Amīn, and activists like Muḥammad Ṣāliḥ al-Ḥusaynī and Jalāl 

al-Fārisī. Competitors to Mūsā al-Ṣadr came from two major groups: The Da‘wa Party and 

Faḍlullāh’s circle, and the Islamists who operated with Fatah in the 1970s.  

In the absence of Mūsā al-Ṣadr, many felt that Amal’s body was malleable enough to accept 

new ideas. Thus, since 1978, the Da‘wa current would join Amal in an attempt to steer it in an 

Islamic direction. With the success of the Islamic Revolution, Islamists in the community viewed 

Amal as an optional carrier of the Islamic banner in Lebanon. However, the fixation of Amal’s 

core guardians and close affiliates of Mūsā al-Ṣadr on revealing the fate of their Imam would 
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strain the relationships with the new Iranian regime, particularly as Iran increased its engagement 

and ties with the Libyan regime to the dismay of Amal’s cadres. Many other Islamists in the 

community had never endorsed the association of the Islamists with Amal and kept their distinct 

military and religious project outside Amal’s organization. This group would attract the earliest 

formation of resistance fighters from Fatah, many of whom would replace their Marxist 

personality and Maoist ideology by Islamic ones.573 This would reflect conveniently in semantic 

shifts on the pages of magazine and discourses that spoke of the disempowered (al-mustaḍ‘afīn) 

rather than the laborers and the peasants, or about arrogance (istikbār) rather than imperialism. 

Alongside Lebanese and Iranian activists from the revolutionary groups in Beirut, many former 

fighters from Fatah would form the first core group of the Islamic resistance against Israel. When 

Israel invaded, Iran sent a contingent of its Revolutionary Guard Corps, the Pāsdārān, to train 

the Islamists, including many radicals from Amal in the Biqā‘ area. The Islamic militants who 

came from Fatah and many more radicals from Amal and the Da‘wa Party were among the first 

to form the military arm of Hizbullah in 1982. 

A major feature of this period was the massive religious energy that permeated the 

various facets of life and affected the ideological preference of Islamists as well as secularists. 

This chapter asserts, again, that before the Iranians began to export their Islamic ideology based 

on wilāyat al-faqīh, Islamization existed on a large scale in the Shī‘ī community in Lebanon. 

While the Amal movement faced Islamization, building on an energy from the Islamic 
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revolution, many Amal activist searched for teachings of their founder Mūsā al-Ṣadr and their 

inspirational teacher ‘Alī Sharī‘atī before consulting the writings of Khomeini’s circle. With the 

arrival of the Da‘wa Party current to join Amal in a time of revolutionary activity in Iraq and 

Iran, ideas of Bāqir al-Ṣadr, Faḍlullāh, and the literature of the da‘wa also circulated, as we 

showed, on the pages of Amal. But by mid-1980, the ideas of Khomeini, which had arrived as 

debates on the wilāyat al-faqīh, began to take organizational forms after it was restricted to 

intellectual discussions in 1979. What this chapter revealed is that for most of the period prior to 

the formation of Hizbullah the dominant thread of Islamization built on existing Shī‘ī ideas and 

ideologies that are inherent from the project of ‘political Shī‘ism’, to which, in fact, even 

Khomeini’s cultural revolution and ideological underpinnings belonged. 

In another major example of Islamization prior to the Islamic Revolution, the activity of 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh in his Imam al-Riḍā mosque in the southern suburb in the late 

1970s, no doubt, eased the transition of scores of Shī‘ī youth into Hizbullah. Both Faḍlullāh and 

Khomeini tackled subjects about jihād, da‘wa, amr bi-al-ma‘rūf, and Islamic state. Both 

Faḍlullāh and Khomeini spoke of al-jihād al-akbar (jihād al-nafs) and the al-jihād al-aṣghar 

prior to the Revolution.574  

In 1982, Hizbullah came to life. For many it was a group with a life of its own. Hizbullah 

appeared as a resistance movement on the battlefield rather than in social movement 
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organizations. While it is true that Hizbullah emerged on the frontlines of battles with Israel, the 

individuals and groups that formed its earliest fighting formations came from groups that had 

deep heritage and a broad network of ideas, connections, and institutions. Hizbullah, despite its 

origins as an Islamic resistance, existed as an idea whether in Amal’s fluid body, in Da‘wa’s 

Islamic platform, or in Fatah’s liberation projects. We conclude from the above analysis that the 

roots of Hizbullah as an organization different from Amal lies in the milieu of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s 

internal opponents. The Iranian radical circles of the “line of the Imam Khomeini”, however, 

took the decision to form Hizbullah only after it became clear that steering Amal in the Islamic 

direction, under Iran’s tutelage was not possible. 

A word of truth remains —unlike Faḍlullāh and his generation’s da‘wa projects, the 

Islamic Revolution in Iran accelerated the spread of religiosity. It took an existing religious 

activity that aimed at Islamizing society with several decades in the future and transformed it 

into a powerhouse of liberation, top-down Islamization, and military resistance. The rise of 

Hizbullah, ironically, transformed the IDP current from gradualist activism to revolutionary 

mobilization. Still, Hizbullah absorbed many aspects of the Islamic personality of the IDP, 

alongside its main literature, periodicals, committees, religious centers, seminaries, hospitals, 

fraternities, and civil society organizations. 

Hence in 1982, building on a set of developments since 1978, a shift took place from the 

model of evolutionary Islamization along the line of the Da‘wa Party to the model of 

revolutionary change along the line of Hizbullah. The shift was also from the line of masses 

adopting a Maoist-Leninist-Marxist personality to a collective Islamic personality following the 
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guidelines of Imam Khomeini. In contexts of triumph, despair, war, new leadership, and 

uncertainty, Hizbullah came to life, signaling the beginning of a phase of political and 

organizational synthesis or a consolidation, which ironically was also the moment that 

crystalized major differences among the various Shī‘ī factions in the public sphere. 
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CONCLUSION 

The point of departure of this study was the existence of lingering sentiments and 

narratives in Lebanese politics today that attribute to Hizbullah the decay of the Shī‘a’s 

nationalist identity by introducing the culture of wilāyat al-faqīh. These narratives, often affected 

by political agendas and politics of sectarianism, serve to shift attention from actual imbalances 

in the sectarian Lebanese system. To support these claims, similar historical and political 

narratives often claim that the Shī‘a were part of the foundation national fabric of Lebanon. 

Evidence reveals man pitfalls and reductionism in such claims.  The motive behind the study was 

the recognition that the existing works on the Shī‘ī Islamic movement and modern History of 

Lebanon, despite their useful contributions, did not elucidate the formative processes, texts, and 

relationships that shaped the process of radicalization and Islamization of the Shī‘a during the 

decade the preceded the formation of Hizbullah.  

Another impulse was the realization that sociologists and historians in the field of Shī‘ī 

studies almost unanimously attributed the public appearance of religiosity to the exportation of 

the Islamic Revolution to various Shī‘ī communities, particularly Lebanon. Although it is true 

that public religiosity grew stronger in the 1980s under the influence of the Islamist success in 

Iran, similar views ignore major academic theses that suggest the 1980s as period during which 

religions proliferated in the public sphere across the globe.575  
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This religious resurgence took the form of new religious consciousness and new religious 

movements and developed in response to increased forms of secularization and modernization 

between the 1950s and 1970s. In the Muslims world, scholars’ responded to secularization and 

modernization. Responses took the form of religious renaissance ranging from modernist to 

reformist orientations. Thus, the views towards modernity were not simple acceptance or utter 

rejection of its products and imports. Religious scholars understood that they could not thrive 

without striking balance between their religious idealism and social realism. They realized that 

life changes require new ideas, concepts, technologies, and practices to which literal readings of 

the proof texts (Qur’ān, Ḥadīth, Sunna) offer no precedents or answers.  

Processes of authentication represent one way through which scholars sought to accept 

the emerging temporal as long as it did not contradict the spiritual. Authentication required new 

modes of religious thinking, leading to the formation of new legal concepts such as Muḥammad 

Bāqir al-Ṣadr’s concept of the Manṭiqat al-farāgh (see chapter 2). Meanings of authentication 

differed according to the methods and the sources that a cleric applied in his attempt to justify 

modern realities. While Bāqir al-Ṣadr and his colleague in the Islamic movement in Iraq 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh relied on researching the Ḥadīth, Sunna, and the Qur‘ān through 

the tools of uṣūl fiqh, Mūsā al-Ṣadr, another pioneer of the Shī‘ī renaissance, gave more 

prominence to Qur’ānic-based jurisprudence (Qur‘ānism). Despite instances showing him as a 

seasoned Shī‘ī (restricted) mujtahid, Sayyid Mūsā rarely relied on the Ḥadīth literature. 

Authentication, therefore, had several goals and objectives, served by varying sources of 

authenticity in the Muslim texts. 
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Another impulse behind the study is the academic gap in recognizing the 1970s as a 

formative phase of Shī‘ī Islamic activism during which the collective Islamic consciousness of 

the Shī‘a burgeoned and the scholarly views differentiated. Furthermore, common academic 

approaches and sources on which the academic studies relied to address Shī‘ī activism, including 

ethnographic research and Social Movement theories (SMTs) had generated important data and 

knowledge from which this study benefited. However, with the paucity of primary material, 

many studies on modern Shī‘ism encountered the problem of subjectivism of the examined 

resources (such as subjectivism associated with political agenda, clerical clan’s legacy, social 

movement branding, or hagiographical biographies of martyrs and leaders) provided to 

researcher by the subjects of their studies or their followers and relatives.  

This study acknowledged that several academic works had understood that Hizbullah 

inherited the legacy of its predecessors, such as Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement and the Lebanese 

branch of the Islamic Da‘wa Party (IDP). No study up until now, however, attempted to uncover 

the intellectual platform and ideological underpinnings of this legacy. What aspects did 

Hizbullah inherit from the previous forms of religiously based activism in the community? Why 

did not the Iranians adopt Amal rather than construct Hizbullah, leading to the fragmentation of 

the community? These questions lied at the core of discussion in this study. 

To be sure, there was a need to revisit the movement in its local Lebanese context of 

sectarianism, deprivation, and wars, in order to understand the past. Equally important was the 

need to visit the larger context of religious renaissance in which interactions among religiosity, 

secularity, and modernity shaped the discourses and agendas of the founding Shī‘ī generation of 

political Shī‘ism. Thus, it was a necessity to rethink the relationship between the various factions 
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of the Islamic community in Lebanon and the branches of the “Pan-Islamic Shī‘ī movement” in 

Iran and Iraq, before assessing whether the formation of Hizbullah was an event of 

transformation or a rebirth. There was a necessity for reading key movement texts in their 

modern context of production, under constant challenges from modern nation-states, and under 

existential threats from secular currents seeping deep into the social strongholds of the religious 

institutions.  

This study has been an initiative in this direction. It proposed that both the religious 

resurgence in Lebanon since the early 1980s and the Islamization of Iran since 1979 were two 

parallel processes that began and occupied a center stage in the public sphere at the same time.576  

In various sections of this study, a fundamental task has been to discuss how the project 

of political Shī‘ism found its way into the Lebanese context. The fact that a Shī‘ī sect existed in 

Lebanon did not mean a consequent formation of Shī‘ī Islamic activism.577 From a social 

movement perspective, the change of the fortunes of the Shī‘a in Lebanon lies at the intersection 

of several local and regional structural developments. These include the rise and, then, the 

decline of Arab nationalism, and the subsequent proliferation of the Marxist Left, the outbreak of 

Arab-Israeli conflict, and the nationalist state clamp down on the Islamists in the region. In Iran, 

Iraq and Egypt, the collision with the state generated not only prominent religious ideologues, 
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but also discourses and frames that inspired political Islam in its both Sunni and Shī‘ī forms. 

Most of these works arrived into the Lebanese context through young scholars who had 

experienced activism in previous contexts. 

Hence, I examined the 1970s, the period during which various religious mentalities and 

Islamic discourses converged in Lebanon. I argued that at least two major orientations and 

methodologies of Islamic activism flourished prior to the Islamic Revolution. The fist model was 

the pragmatic and inclusionary approach of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement, whose founder rooted its 

ideology in the Qur’ān as source of a non-sectarian humanist Islam. The second model was the 

da‘wa-based activism that the Islamic Da‘wa Party represented. A group of clerics, mainly 

Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍlullāh and Muḥammad Mahdī Shams al-Dīn, initially promoted this 

Islamic model.578 In analyzing the approaches and texts of these two orientations of Shī‘ī 

activism that met in the same Shī‘ī Lebanese context, I noted that the core differences were not 

only methodological but also ideological.579 

A quick comparison between the Amal movement and the da‘wa currents (Da‘wa) after 

the eruption of the civil war reveals the extent of these differences.580 First, the Da‘wa and Amal 

drew on writings of different ideologues of political Shī‘ism. While the Da‘wa found inspiration 

in the writings of Muḥammad Bāqir al-Ṣadr, Mūsā al-Ṣadr promoted the views of ‘Alī Sharī‘atī. 

                                                 

578
 After 1975, Shams al-Dīn gradually began a shift towards Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s political-social network but did not 

adopt his peer’s religious ideology, as his writings reveal. 

579
 In fact, this important distinction between Amal and the da‘wa began around 1973, but it became clear by 1976. 

580
 The da‘wa currents, or Da‘wa, includes the IDP and clerics and organization that share similar project and draw 

on similar intellectual repertoire. 



 

277 

 

While Bāqir al-Ṣadr was a major ideologue of the Islamic movement in Iraq. Sharī‘atī’s 

revolutionary writings about martyrdom and Imām Ḥusayn’s revolution inspired not only Shī‘ī 

liberation movements but also secular Palestinian ones. While Murtaḍā Muṭahharī emerged as 

the most influential writer in the post-revolutionary era (after his death), Sharī‘atī, by far, was the 

most influential and motivating ideologue in the pre-revolution era in Iran of the 1970s. His 

influence, naturally, formed the backbone of the revolutionary cadres of Amal under the 

mentorship of Chamrān, who was an associate of Mūsā al-Ṣadr. 

Third, Mūsā al-Ṣadr understood that religious consciousness and social readiness are in 

constant conversation. In his view, reforming one depends on dialectically reforming the other. 

In contrast, the da‘wa current believed in the necessity of cultivating a religious culture and 

constructing the Islamic personality of the individual and, then, society, before Islamizing state 

through a gradualist approach (marḥaliyya). In a sense, they were more conservative than Sayyid 

Mūsā and practically favored delaying the confrontation with un-Islamic ideologies until they 

acquired strength in society.  

In this study, I proposed that the Islamists adopted this marḥaliyya approach from Sunni 

Islamic movements like the Islamic Liberation Party (ILP) and the Muslim Brotherhood (MB). 

The Da‘wa divided the world into the abode of Islam and the abode of disbelief. In similar 

political areas, Shī‘ī authors of the Da‘wa drew on Sunni ideological writings of Taqī al-Dīn al-

Nabahānī, Sayyid Quṭb, and al-Mawdūdī to fill a gap in the literature of Shī‘ī political Islam. 

This Sunni influence came with a generation of scholars such as Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn 

who developed their activism in Iraq, where the Shī‘ī activists initially joined the Iraqi branches 
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of Sunni Islamic Parties like the Islamic Liberation Party (ILP) and the Muslim Brotherhood 

(MB) before they formed the Shī‘ī Islamic Da‘wa Party. 

Despite mutual influence between Shī‘ī and Sunni thought in Iraq of the 1950s, 

organizational and doctrinal differences were ubiquitous. In fact, common doctrinal and 

historical differences (Imamate versus Caliphate) represent the main reasons that the Shī‘ī 

activists in Iraq left the ILP and MB to create the IDP.581 While the Sunni and Shī‘ī 

organizations agreed on antagonizing Israel and Communism, the doctrinal and historical 

disagreements among them lingered. 

The shred intellectual influences between the Sunni and Shī‘ī groups in the field of 

activism revealed important connection between processes of authentication and ecumenism and 

between authentication and sectarianism. It showed that ecumenism and sectarianism are equally 

rooted in identity crises that resulted from the defective nature of state building and of 

nationalism. The failure of the state to fulfill their functions, providing economic and social 

infrastructures, left a gap that the religious movement attempted to fill. These movements, 

however, did not always have a unified vision of the nature and structure of the state. Sunnis and 

Shī‘īs disagreed on whether the state should follow shūrā (consultation-based) and Caliphate 

models adopted in early Islam, or the system of the naṣṣ (appointment) Imamate proposed by the 

followers of Imam ‘Alī in history.  The findings of this study contribute to existing evidence that 

sectarian conflicts, accompanied by waves of violence that hit in places like Syria and Iraq in the 
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2000s, were not a result of a dormant historical conflict that erupted in a tumultuous Islamic past 

and that is constantly on verge of breaking out again. The same past could yield ecumenical 

tendencies as much as it generates sectarian mentalities.  

In a sense, Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s proposal of cultural Islam foresaw the difficulty of Islamic 

ecumenism following the authentication model of the da‘wa, whose clerics continue to maintain 

allegiance to vast sources of disagreement found in Ḥadīth and Kalām (theology). He called for 

an inclusionary and humanist approach to delivering the message of Islam based on the Qur’ān. 

He viewed this Islam as a culture rooted in Qur’ānic teachings, hoping that the Qur’anic bases 

might minimize jurisprudential disagreements and divisive theological debates, as well as 

historical disagreement that may result from historical authentication process. In practice, what 

Mūṣā al-Ṣādr proposed was a historical-bypass approach. His overall analysis, however, 

prioritizing the scriptures, places him in a Muslim “Martin Luther” category, as Jonathan Brown 

portrays similar cases in Misquoting Muhammad.582 

For the sake of comparison, it is noteworthy that his reservations on clerical mediation 

and his scorn of clerical corruption on which he blamed social decadence, places, him in a 

“Lutheran category.” With respect to giving primacy to Holy Scriptures, his “Lutheranism” was 

not strict. Sayyid Mūsā always showed preference to issuing injunctions and commands based on 

the Qur’ān, but he did not neglect the necessity of the relying on the Sunna (prophetic practices) 
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and the Ijmā‘ (consensus), which were his last natural resort in the practice of ijtihād.583 Rather 

than invoking a “scripture only’ model, he promoted a “scripture first” or “Qur’ān first” 

approach, giving primacy for the Qur’ān over other sources of law.  

Ironically, while he called for no mediation of any man in the relationship between Man 

and God, Mūsā al-Ṣadr invited his followers to accept “his understanding of Islam.” He was the 

main source of religious awareness and beliefs for his pious followers as the availability of texts 

indicate. Religion, for Sayyid Mūsā, was a tool of social and political change. While the adoption 

of Qur’ānic Islam raised internal criticisms even within the Amal movement, Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

envisioned it as a resolution for the Lebanese sectarian question that concerned him. 

The intention of Sayyid Mūsā from proposing a humanist Qur’ānic Islam as an ideology 

of Amal was obvious: Creating an inclusive movement that easily traverses the sectarian divide 

among sects. His belief that faith in God alone through the scripture alone unites humanity 

around common good, which is a religion’s main objective, asserts his similarity to Lutheran 

understanding of religion, scripture, and role of clerics. His views, in fact, echoed a Lebanese 

Christian call that treated religion as a form of human civilization.584 He himself was engaged in 

clerical dialogue with Christian audience through lectures in universities whose attendants 

mostly came from Christian sects.585 An ecumenical tendency characterized his language and 

practices since he arrived to the Lebanese sectarian context from Iran (and Iraq), but it increased 
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significantly in the wake of the bloody sectarian civil war in Lebanon since 1975. In more than 

one occasion, he proposed that Amal is not a movement for the Shī‘a alone but rather it is 

humanist movement that fights for the rights of every deprived person in Lebanon. 

On the issue of common good and public welfare, both Mūsā al-Ṣadr and Faḍlullāh 

belonged to the same school of thought that believed in the superiority of the ethics of Islamic 

economics and the comprehensiveness of the Islamic message. In essence, both Mūsā al-Ṣadr 

and Faḍlullāh believed in working towards the attainment of the common good of the ’umma 

through Islam. They, however, disagreed on how they could achieve the same goal, at least in the 

Lebanese context.  

To be sure, the Islamic paradigm of the IDP naturally generated more homogenous 

Islamic movements than the one that Mūsā al-Ṣadr designed. The da‘wa paradigm offered a 

well-structured society of brothers who were active covertly in various organizations and 

institutions of society. They had a goal, and they adhered to it irrespective of the name of the 

organization in which they embedded their cells.  

As for Mūsā al-Ṣadr, he realized the need for more organization in his network after the 

beginning of the civil war in 1975. That was more than a decade after he started his social project 

in 1961. Without a clear organizational platform, and without a strong cohesive ideology, it was 

natural that his movement’s body was hybrid. Only Mūsā al-Ṣadr with his remarkable 

“charisma,” in the Weberian sense, could maintain the allegiance of the various mentalities that 

entered Amal. Only Mūsā al-Ṣadr with his symbolism could suppress internal Shī‘ī opposition. 

In a sense, with his late introduction of the organizational platform, Mūsā al-Ṣadr began to feel 
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that the growth of the leftist appeal among the Shī‘a during the civil war, necessitated the 

institutionalization of his authority. Despite his focus on mass mobilization, Sayyid Mūsā 

maintained, through Muṣṭafā Chamrān, a circle of “disciples” from the Vocational School, and 

through Nabīh Birrī a second leadership group in the political field.  

There was no shortage of charisma in Amal. For continuity, however, one of the closest 

disciples had to rise to fill the leadership void after his disappearance. The circumstances of 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s disappearance, in a time of political turmoil, forced his successors in Amal to 

choose a long-term temporary solution in the midst of political upheaval in Lebanon and internal 

disagreements on the direction of the movement, particularly after the Islamic Revolution in Iran. 

In 4 April 1980, Nabīh Birrī emerged as Amal’s leader, benefiting from alliances that he struck 

inside and outside the movement. His political stances would irritate the majority of the founding 

religious generation of his movement particularly the religious cadres of Amal from the 

Vocational School in south Lebanon. 

With the rise of Khomeini’s leadership, just after Mūsā al-Ṣadr disappeared, the beacon 

of inspiration, inside the Shī‘ī community, gradually changed from the image of the absent Imam 

Mūsā al-Ṣadr to the living image of Khomeini, whose charisma was overriding for every form of 

leadership in the Shī‘ī fields. To illustrate, the first community to secede from Amal in 1982, as 

Hizbullah emerged, were the tribes of Ba‘lbeck. They admired Sayyid Mūsā, who spoke to their 

honor and pride, praising their bravery and summoning them to bear arms as if they bear the 

Qur’ān. Naturally, in 1982, they followed the line of Khomeini whose movement’s branch in 
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Lebanon promised them not only wealth, pride, and strength in this life, but also a clearer and 

more structured path to the hereafter through the strict ideological organization of Hizbullah.  

This last topic points out to a weakness in the Weberian analysis about the coalescence 

and disintegration of movements. Why would the peasants in Ba‘lbeck leave Amal and join 

Hizbullah whereas the peasants of the south remain loyal to Amal until 1990s? In essence, the 

answer can by culled through analysis of institutional settings that the Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s social 

project facilitated in south Lebanon, particularly in the Tyre province, where his legacy was 

preserved in his movement’s network. Despite deficiencies, the Weberian concept of ‘Charisma’ 

remains a favorable choice to explain the coalescence of Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement and its 

change after his disappearance. 

For a more comprehensive structural analysis of the larger Shī‘ī movement that examines 

social movements as rational actors, I relied on Social Movement theories and Bourdieu’s 

concept of the field. This approach was more suitable to analyze the multi-dimensional case of 

Hizbullah. While Hizbullah emerged in a wider context of Iran’s proxy war with the forces of 

Western imperialism, a distinction ought to be made between the Hizbullah as a militant 

organization, and Hizbullah as a community and social movement. Even Hizbullah’s official 

discourses hint to this distinction, and more increasingly in the recent years. While Hizbullah as 

an Islamic resistance faction appeared on the frontline of battles, in a context of Israeli invasion, 

Hizbullah as a social movement, including a religious network of related organizations, 

periodicals, discourses, rituals, intellectuals, religious mentors, educators, informants, students, 



 

284 

 

peasants, laborers and collective consciousness developed two full decades before its official 

declaration in 1985. 

Consequently, understanding the case of Hizbullah poses a challenge for the researcher 

who seeks to understand the dynamics that ensued its appearance and growth in the community, 

including ideological and organizational differentiation and fragmentation. Hizbullah also 

boasted allegiance to an unrestricted charismatic authority of Khomeini as the walī al-faqīh. The 

question was to what extent would SMTs serve the purpose of exposing the past in order to 

understand the present? In what ways could this study leverage the instrumental benefit of SMTs 

without falling into common methodological traps that cloak facts and shift attention from 

otherwise obvious details? 

The purpose here was not to validate the successfulness of SMTs classical concepts, but 

to explain using these concepts, whenever possible, how a movement emerges, coalesces, or 

ceases to move.586 To augment my analysis using SMTs, I often drew on Bourdieu’s 

conceptualization of the ‘field’, ‘habitus’, and ‘capital’.587 Thus, instead of simply thinking in 

terms of Social Movement organizations (SMOs), I analyzed 1970s by examining the 

development of the field of activism in relationship to other fields such religious education and 

politics. These fields represented arenas to which SMOs belonged and in which social actors and 

informants assumed positions according to the views that they acquired from their movements 
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and (charismatic) mentors. Thus, I viewed organizations and actors as members of the same field 

in which they engaged in constant processes of competition, cooperation, or collaboration, 

whether directly or in directly. The application of SMTs and the field analysis came mostly in 

conjunction with the textual analysis that explained how various groups reacted to changes in the 

political opportunity structures differently, for example.  

This study proposes that texts representing the literature of the social movement and the 

discourses generated in the religious ‘field’ must not only be studied in the context of their 

circulation, but also in the context of their production. This approach may explain the influence 

of generational preferences and experiences, as Karl Mannheim would put it, on the coalescence 

trajectory of movements in the future.588 

 Even though I studied Mūsā al-Ṣadr’s movement from a Weberian viewpoint, I did not 

separate his charismatic movement from interactions and relationships that affected his position 

in the field of activism. Charisma, a high form of symbolic power, as Bourdieu would put it, fits 

naturally in the conceptual framework of field analysis. 

The moment of consolidation of the Hizbullah coalition in 1982 was the same moment of 

differentiation and fragmentation on the intellectual and organizational levels within the 

community from which the coalesced groups emerged. This issue of consolidation and 

fragmentation illustrates how the shifts in the center of power could generate massive resistance 

that would eventually lead to permanent divisions. Far from being a fleeting great event, the 
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emergence of Hizbullah triggered negotiations and deliberations, dialectics and dialogues, and 

mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion. The stronger the homogeneity grew within the coalition, 

the more assertive the differences became in the community. The birth of new ideas and life 

styles met resistance from existing models. Hence, Hizbullah’s rise changed Amal from within 

and without, and forced prominent clerics like Faḍlullāh and Shams al-Dīn to realign their 

positions in a religious field permeated by strict understanding of political Islam. The radicals of 

the community of the 1970s felt that the revolution out-radicalized them, by empowering a 

younger generation who joined the movement around the late-1970s. The choices were either to 

ride the wave or to face it. Hence, opposition to political unification, a project-code named 

Hizbullah, engendered communal fragmentation. It was a time when new internal boundaries 

appeared.  

In between 1982 and 1987, differentiation led to fragmentation as the conditions for the 

open discord between Amal and Hizbullah matured. The community witnessed a bloody “war of 

brothers” between the two factions (1988-1990). In alleys of cities and valleys of villages, Shī‘ī 

militants from both parties launched and fended their attacks and counter-attacks, while chanting 

the names of Shī‘ī Imams ‘Alī, Ḥusayn and Mahdī, the symbols of legitimacy, martyrdom, 

salvation advocated by the architects of political Shī‘ism. Differentiation and consolidation 

would continue to exist as long as the two main organizations in the community, Amal and 

Hizbullah, attempt to coexist, for the mere idea of coexistence suggests the existence of 

difference within the community, which is the greatest threat.
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