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FOREWORD


There are places, objects, and people where the veils between this world and the other worlds become quite thin. For a few breaths, it seems as if lightning flashes, and a darkened sky lights up. The boundary between this world and others is revealed as what it was all along: porous. These people, places, and objects are said to contain barakah, a Divine force that is palpable to all those who have hearts. The God of the infinite cosmoses shows up nearby.


This is one purpose of pilgrimage. We journey to find what has been with us all along. We find the presence that has been with us, inside us, around us, all around. But we have to go on the journey to find the treasure we have been sitting on. When we return, we are transformed, no longer who and what we had been before. Ultimately, pilgrimage is not to a place, but to a different state of being.


All religious traditions involve some notion of pilgrimage. In Islam the major pilgrimage, the hajj, is well-known, as we retrace the footsteps of a slave woman, Hajar, and reconnect to the Abrahamic foundations of faith. The pilgrimage to Mecca is even listed as the fifth pillar of faith. We come from the periphery of existence to the center, to the center of the center – which is to say the heart. Standing at the marrow of the universe, we are one, and connected to the One.


Every year, millions of Muslims gather in Mecca for what is, for most of them, a once in a lifetime pilgrimage. The hajj is intimately private and unavoidably communal at the same time. They, we, have come from every background, every race, every class. The hajj has become something of a Rorschach test for Muslims and for the world: we see in it whatever we imagine about Islam and Muslims. To so many, it is the ultimate symbol of Muslim unity, where white and black, yellow and brown skins stand shoulder to shoulder, united before the One. To others, it is a symbol of how the consumerist capitalist culture, symbolized by the high-rise luxury hotels over Mecca, have thwarted and distorted the radical egalitarianism of Islam. Some see a fabulous exchange of the richness of Muslim cultures, food, learning, and stories. Others see a chance to express geopolitical tensions.


Every one of those pilgrims walks in the footsteps of a black woman, a maiden or a slave (depending on the story you prefer), a woman left in God’s care, or abandoned by a husband, a co-wife, or the victim of Sarah’s jealousy. Every pilgrim walks in the footsteps of our mother Hajar/Hagar, a noble, tired, exhausted woman living as a single mother in the desert, without family, without support, without money, without water…


Death was close.


God was closer.


She clutched her son so close that he breathed the air she breathed.


Her faith in God, and love for her baby, saved them both.


Hajar/Hagar figures differently in the Bible than she does in the Qur’an, partially because of how differently Isaac and Ishmael fare in the two scriptures. The Bible was written by the descendants of Isaac. So Ishmael and his mother Hagar, “the stranger”, are cast out. In the Qur’an, Isaac and Ishmael are both God’s prophets, and both Sarah and Hajar/Hagar are treated as wives of Abraham. Yet this much is agreed upon: Abraham left Hagar and Ishmael in the desert.


Here is how the story of Hagar is told in the biography of Muhammad:


It was not long before both mother and son were overcome by thirst, to the point that Hagar feared Ishmael was dying. According to the traditions of their descendants, he cried out to God from where he lay in the sand, and his mother stood on a rock at the foot of a nearby eminence to see if any help was in sight. Seeing no one, she hastened to another point of vantage, but from there likewise not a soul was to be seen.*


During pilgrimage, all the pilgrims engage in a ritual called Sa’y, where they rush between the hills of Safa and Marwa, quite literally tracing the footsteps of Hajar. On the hajj we are reminded that we don’t merely have faith, we do religion. Religion is ritual, ethics, history, myth and mysticism all mingled.


Countless pilgrims to Mecca have detailed their experiences on this journey, few more famously than Malcolm X. The telling and re-telling of these pilgrimage stories themselves stand at the very formation of communal identity.


Yet, as significant as the pilgrimage to Mecca is, it is not the only place that the boundary between this world and the other world is thin. Over the centuries, millions of Muslims have been unable to travel to Mecca and Medina to experience God there. For many, it was simply too expensive, too far. Is it not the case that so many of the most tender and lovely poems in praise of the Prophet’s Medina have been written by far-away lovers who had to bring Medina to the heart, because they knew their feet would never walk on its soil? So they went, and they continue to go, to local vicinities where God is nearby. They come to places that are nearer, more intimate, more familiar, where the sacred speaks in a vernacular.


Some of these places attract millions of visitors, whether it is Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi’s shrine in Konya, Imam Hossein’s in Karbala, or that of Mu’in al-Din Chishti in Ajmer Sharif. This is part of the brilliance of Sophia Arjana’s wonderful new book before you: it broadens the discussion of pilgrimage to what actual Muslims do on the ground, with all of the complexity, particularity, and ambiguity involved.


Allow me to end with one measure of these ambiguities. Years ago I found myself in the tomb of Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi. They were all there, pilgrims and tourists from near and far. Some came and took selfies, and then put their phones away to raise their hands in prayer. The Japanese Buddhist monks were there too, as were the hippie Americans with their much beloved meditational books of prayers. But mostly, the shrine was packed with Turkish village grandmothers. They came with their scarves wrapped tightly around their round faces, with their earnest faces and thick bodies, moving en masse to the front of the area where Rumi’s grave was, and they squatted down. They would not be moved. They had waited too long, had too much love in their hearts, had come too far to say a quick prayer. I was reminded again and again of a saying attributed to the Prophet: “May you have the faith of old women.”


There were state-sponsored security guards in the shrine. They seemed to have one job, and only one job. The guards kept pleading with the grandmothers: “Mother, please keep moving… Mother, wrap up your prayer, there are others behind you.” In those days of uber-secularism in Turkey, everything was allowed inside the shrine, except… prayer. There was a wholesale museumification of the Shrine: one had to purchase a ticket – a ticket! – to access the place of this “offspring of the soul of the Prophet”, as Rumi was called even in his own life. One could get headphones, and move from station to station to listen to the official state-sponsored narrative: this was the shrine of a humanist who taught humanity how to improve himself by preaching a rational, scientific, moderate version of Turkish Islam. You could go to the gift shop, and buy one of hundreds of miniature dolls of Rumi. You could buy a small doll, a medium doll, or a large doll. You could do all of that, but you were not allowed to pray. You could not pray the formal Muslim prayer (namaz or salat), and even the more informal supplication from the heart to God could be done only if it did not slow down the steady stream of visitors, tourists and ticket-purchasing pilgrims.


This was the audible sound that reverberated through the shrine: “Mother, please keep moving… Mother, wrap up your prayer, there are others behind you.”


I stood there for hours, observing the faces of the pilgrims. Some with tears rolling down their faces. Some asking for brides and grooms for their children. Some standing silent, overwhelmed. Some weeping with joy, grateful to be in the vicinity of the “Friend of God” (wali) whose poems and teachings had so shaped their heart. Some came with a lover, holding hands. There was the unmistakable fragrance of barakah everywhere.


I shared in joyous conversation with some of the pilgrims. One woman’s words have stayed with me. I asked her if she was praying to the friend of God. She looked at me with puzzlement, and said: “No! I pray to God. But I pray near this friend, because he is dear to God. My prayers are more likely to be answered by God, when I am in the vicinity of this friend of God.” That distinction is at the very heart of these vernacular pilgrimages that often are devoted to friends of God or descendants of the Prophet.


The museum kept official 9–5 hours. At five o’clock the guards began to lead all the people outside. The guards told the last remaining Turkish grandmothers to wrap up their prayer, and leave. Finally, they politely but firmly escorted the last of the grandmothers out of the shrine. I was seated discreetly on the ground, in the back, mostly hidden behind a pillar. They did not see me, and I did not volunteer to move.


Then it happened. The very same guards who for eight hours had been telling faithful grandmothers not to pray too much and to keep moving… They themselves stood before the presence of God in the vicinity of God’s friend. Their own hands went up in prayer, slowly, as slowly as the dance of any whirling dervish. And they stood there, in prayer, in front of the same tomb as the Turkish grandmothers, with the same hands raised up to heaven. There they stood, wearing the uniform of the secular state.


Pilgrimage is deliciously complicated. It is as beautifully subtle and complicated as we human beings are. This complexity, ambiguity, and even tension is fascinating to me. It reveals us as most human, not less so.


Sophia Arjana’s primer on Muslim pilgrimages, in the universal and the vernacular, is a lovely way to explore these important rituals. What a vivid reminder that religion is not simply about what we believe, but how we embody faith with and through our bodies. We are indebted to Dr. Arjana for such a wide-ranging and enchanting book on this key Muslim practice. May the veils between this world and the other worlds become thin for you.


Omid Safi


Series Editor for Foundations of Islam





* Martin Lings, Muhammad: His Life Based on the Earliest Sources, p. 2




INTRODUCTION: BEYOND HAJJ


The annual journey to Islam’s holy city includes men, women, and children of all ages and nationalities. Thousands of tents mark the path, offering everything from food and water to phone stations and resting places. The pilgrims wear veils, turbans, and modest clothing – abayas, jallabiyas, niqabs, and caftans – offering protection from the desert heat. It is important that they approach their destination in a pious state; while some walk, others may crawl. Once they reach their destination, the pilgrims say prayers, read the Qur’an, weep, and ask for forgiveness of their sins. The holy pilgrimage is a major life event, strongly encouraged by religious clerics. It is the largest pilgrimage in the world. This is not hajj. It is arbaeen, the annual pilgrimage to Karbala in Iraq. Over twenty million pilgrims a year travel to the shrine in Iraq where Husayn, the grandson of Prophet Muhammad, is buried. For some, the journey to Karbala is secondary to hajj, but for others it supersedes the pilgrimage to Mecca.1 As one popular Shi‘i tradition says, “A single tear shed for Husayn washes away a hundred sins.”2


Husayn’s tomb is rarely mentioned alongside hajj in introductory textbooks on Islam and world religions. Nor is the shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya, or Rumi’s tomb, or the graves found in Damascus where some of the Prophet’s closest companions are interred. Such oversights misrepresent the huge variety of pilgrimage traditions in Islam. This book remedies this problem, providing an expansive study of Islamic pilgrimage that is inclusive, geographically diverse, and attentive to the rich traditions that characterize Muslim religious life.


The roots of arbaeen and many of the other journeys examined in this book are often, but not always, situated in early Islamic history. For Shi‘i Muslims, the Battle of Karbala is the seminal event that inspires numerous pilgrimages in Iraq, Iran, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and elsewhere. In 680, Prophet Muhammad’s grandson Husayn went to battle against the entire ’Umayyad army at Karbala. The story of this battle is told in great detail on the anniversary of Husayn’s death, the tenth day of the month of Muharram, also known as ‘Ashura’. When pilgrims visit the tombs of Husayn and other members of Prophet Muhammad’s family, they commemorate the past, mourning the death of a pious and just Islam, and pray for the return of the Mahdi, the messiah who announces the End of Days. Husayn’s statement, “I see death as salvation, and life with the oppressors as misfortune,” is apropos here, for Shi‘i pilgrimage is not just about the past but also about the present conditions of life.3
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Figure I.0 Sayyida Ruqayya’s Shrine, Damascus, Syria (photo courtesy of author).


In addition to Husayn and the other martyrs of this battle, survivors of Karbala became the focus of other pilgrimages. Among these was a little girl named Ruqayya – Husayn’s young daughter. Stories of her death include one version I was told when visiting the shrine in 2010. In this telling, Yazid, the ’Umayyad caliph, showed little Ruqayya her father’s decapitated head and she immediately dropped dead. Another version of the story claims that she died at the age of four while imprisoned by Yazid, as a result of her ill treatment at the hands of her captors. The shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya is newer than many Shi‘i sites and probably dates from the fifteenth century. The iconography of the site includes numerous inscriptions that reflect Shi‘i beliefs about the Prophet’s family, although non-Shi‘i Muslims also visit the shrine.4 Visitors are often struck by the intense display of emotion for the child buried within the tomb. As is the case for most Shi‘i shrines, men and women have their own sections, allowing for public performances of grief that are unconcerned with expectations and boundaries surrounding gendered behavior.


Millions of Muslim pilgrims have visited Ruqayya’s tomb. Within the walls of this shrine, pilgrims have said prayers, mourned the death of the Prophet’s relatives, wept tears of sadness and grief, and asked for healing, relief, and forgiveness. Shi‘i are not the only Muslims who have extensive networks of pilgrimage sites, however. Located near Ruqayya’s shrine is the ’Umayyad mosque in Damascus, which houses the heads of Husayn, John the Baptist, and other martyrs. This is one of the thousands of pilgrimage sites worldwide that are focused on the dead. Muslim pilgrims often visit these places to receive a blessing (barakah; pl. barakat) from the saint or holy person, a tradition that dates from the Prophet’s lifetime. The association of barakat with pilgrimage traditions was an established practice by the ninth century. When Sayyida Nafisa (the daughter of al-Hasan b. Zayd b. al-Hasan b. Ali b. Ali Talib) died in Cairo in 824, the people asked that her body be kept in Fustat so that her blessing/barakah would be present for them.5


Pilgrimage in Islam goes far beyond the great pilgrimage to Mecca, although the rituals performed by Muslim pilgrims at other sites often mirror what happens at hajj, some of which are often rooted in pre-Islamic practices. “Many of the rites associated with the pilgrimage to Mecca and visitation of other shrines parallel funerary and mourning practices attested in other contexts, such as circumambulation of the tomb, the wearing of certain sorts of clothing, and restrictions on certain types of behavior.”6 Muslim pilgrimages also involve religious and cultural traditions adopted from Christianity, Hinduism, and local practices in their rituals, reflecting the myriad ways that Muslims adapt to and borrow from the communities they have conquered, or who have conquered them, or, in some cases, communities among whom Muslims live. As one example, in Java, Brawijaya V’s life story employs both Hindu and Islamic beliefs: “the last episode of Brawijaya’s life is depicted both in terms of Javano-Islamic mystical anthropology of sangkan paran as well as in the Hindu understanding of moksa.”7 Indonesia is by no means the only place where there is such a mixture of cultures, practices, and religions. This book includes practices that inform pilgrimages more identifiable with Islam, as well as those more closely aligned with traditions that are associated with non-Muslim figures and historical sites.


Muslim pilgrims travel to a wide variety of places. Countless holy sites (mazarat) – graves, tomb complexes, mosques, shrines, mountaintops, springs, and gardens – can be found across the world, in large cities like Mashhad, small villages in Turkey, trade outposts in the deserts of Samarkand, African metropolises like Fes, and the forests of Bosnia. All of these places are located within an Islamic universe that is present with the spirit of Allah and holds the promise of barakat – the blessings that pilgrims seek. Although monumental sites exist, such as the great shrines at Mashhad, Karbala, and Konya, Islamic pilgrimage sites are more often established according to religious qualities, such as the popularity of a saint, the amount of barakah, and the numbers of miracles witnessed, rather than the magnitude of the site’s architecture. “Muslim writers frequently mention other sacred qualities manifesting themselves at sacred places which were not perceived visually, but spiritually, in particular pilgrimage places possessing a friendly atmosphere (uns), awe (mahāba), reverence (ijlāl), dignity (waqār), and blessing (baraka).”8


This book makes a sincere attempt to be inclusive of the great varieties of Islamic pilgrimage, journeys that cross sectarian boundaries, incorporate non-Muslim rituals, and involve numerous communities, languages, and traditions. In the interest of providing accessibility to a variety of readers, I incorporate the reified categories of “Sunni,” “Shi‘i,” and “Sufi,” while simultaneously observing how scholars attach these identities to Muslim ritual and community in over-simplified ways. This tension is crystallized when we look at the complexities of Muslim religious experience – a Sunni site visited by Shi‘i, the cohabitation of Shi‘ism and Sufism, and the problems inherent in defining who is and is not a Sufi. For example, the concept of sainthood is involved in many Islamic movements including those within the Sunni and Shi‘i traditions. “This blurring of lines with regard to defining walāyah [sainthood] has engendered a Sufi tradition that celebrates many such figures whose teachings, upon closer inspection, are actually found to be copied word-for-word from the Imams but without any credit or reference given.”9 Shi‘i and Sufi pilgrimages – including those popular with Sunni Muslims – have numerous commonalities, from the belief in the power of the dead to the importance of visiting those close to Prophet Muhammad. These commonalities point to larger questions about the ways in which Muslim communities and their traditions are constructed in Western scholarship. My work interrogates these constructions through an examination of pilgrimage.


Islam encompasses a huge variety of sects, rituals, traditions, languages, and communities. The vast majority of the world’s Muslims go on pilgrimage to places other than Mecca. This has been true from the very beginning, when visiting Jerusalem was viewed as an alternative to Mecca, equal in religious merit.10 Annemarie Schimmel is one of many scholars who point to these replacement hajjs.11 The performance of pilgrimage outside of hajj is not typically an arbitrary choice in which one tradition eliminates the other. For example, Maqbaratu al-Baqi and Masjid an-Nabawi, the cemetery and mosque in Medina that are often part of the great pilgrimage, are also part of a larger collection of sites held sacred by Muslims.12 Hajj is often one of several pilgrimages that Muslims undertake over the course of their lives. Most Muslims never see Mecca during their lifetime, due to finances, geographical distance, or poor health. Many communities have vast networks of pilgrimage sites that function as the central practice in their lives. One example is found in the Ughyur context, where pilgrims frequent shrines ranging from “low mud lumps decorated with rags to monumental mausoleums with green-tiled domes.”13 The large number of these places and traditions means that they cannot all be covered in one volume; however, every effort has been made to include pilgrimages from every region of the world.


Scholarship on Islamic pilgrimage is mostly focused on hajj and ‘umrah (the lesser hajj) and occasionally on Shi‘i Twelver traditions, especially in introductory texts on Islam and world religions. I include scholarship from religious studies, anthropology, and other fields to provide an opening up to these different scholarly voices, as well as to the great variety of experiences that fall under Islam. Scholars often adopt a myopic focus on their subject, as J.Z. Smith points out when he writes, “We may have to be initiated by the other whom we study and undergo the ordeal of incongruity. For we have often missed what is humane in the other by the very seriousness of our quest.”14 This book is an effort to respond to this critique.


Academic studies often classify religious practices into different categories depending on community, but Islamic pilgrimage is often a nonsectarian activity. It is true that Shi‘ism has a distinct set of pilgrimage traditions that surround the tombs of the Prophet’s relatives, but these sites are not as restricted as some would think. Sunnis visit the shrine of Sayyida Zaynab in a suburb of Damascus, although not in the numbers that Shi‘i Muslims do.15 This is far from the only case of mixed intra-religious sites. Sunnis and Shi‘i visit the shrine of Husayn in Cairo and Sunnis visit numerous “Shi‘i” tombs in Syria, Iraq, and Iran. When ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi did a series of ziyarat (pilgrimage; see p. 103) journeys between 1688 and 1701, he did not limit the places he visited by sect (he was a Sunni) nor by tariqah (he was a member of both the Qadariyya and Naqshbandiyya orders), in part because Sufis do not perform pilgrimage in these ways.16 This is a problem when considering the ways Islamic pilgrimages are typically represented – the presentations do not accord with history or agree with the realities of Muslim religious life.


The vast majority of Islamic pilgrimage traditions are commemorative, focused on the dead and the power of the bodies being visited. This is one reason why the material aspect of pilgrimage is so important. As Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey have written, material objects have a great capacity to “bind the living and the dead, to hold a fragile connection across temporal distance and preserve a material presence in the face of embodied absence.”17 Holy people, including Prophet Muhammad and his relatives, Sufi shaykhs, and others, remain important after their death because they are believed to have the power to offer blessings to their followers. Pilgrims visit the graves of the dead for a number of reasons. In the case of Chor Bandi and Shahi Zinda in Uzbekistan, sick people (dardmand) go to the graves in search of good health, childless people (bifarzand) ask for fertility, and others go to ask for a successful marriage or business.18 In Islam, bodies and associated relics function as religious and political symbols: “Objects that confer legitimacy may do so merely because they belong, or once belonged, to a person whose sanctity inheres in his possessions as well as in himself.”19 Other sacred places visited by Muslims include those associated with births, miracles, and other wondrous events, such as the dreams associated with Khidr/Hizir in Turkey, in which pilgrims go on dream-quests (istikharah) in the hopes of encountering the mysterious figure of Khidr.20 Pilgrimages may also involve shared sites, including Mary’s house near Ephesus and John the Baptist’s tomb in Damascus, also visited by Christians. Furthermore, pilgrimages may be more seriously focused on ecology and the natural world. In Bangladesh, several shrines are associated with wildlife, resulting in pilgrimages that involve not just the memory of the saint but the preservation of animals and entire ecosystems, and the Muslims, Christians, and others visit these sites and feed and observe the wildlife – ranging from monkeys to birds – all in the hope of gaining a blessing from God.21


In addition to physical pilgrimages like hajj and the visitation of tombs, graveyards, shrines, and nature reserves, this book includes traditions that imitate these journeys, often described as symbolic substitutions or virtual pilgrimages. These cases are not to be confused with cyber-pilgrimages, journeys involving technology like computers, the Internet, and mobile devices, which are also part of this study. Virtual pilgrimages and cyber-pilgrimages are distinct categories of experience. Virtual pilgrimages are physical activities that reenact or imitate the pilgrimage to which they correspond. One example is the Hussainiya that Shi‘i sometimes construct in their homes or communities that serve as miniature replicas of Karbala. Cyber-pilgrimages use the worldwide web to journey to a pilgrimage site, often through a live camera feed or virtual landscape. All of these journeys – physical, virtual, and cyber – represent some of the different ways that people perform Islam, conduct ritual, and perform pilgrimage.


Islamic pilgrimages number in the thousands. In the Kotan prefecture in China alone, there are more than two thousand mazars and of these, only a small number, perhaps twenty, are known to Muslims outside the region.22 Due to the fact that this book covers such a large corpus of material, I have made an effort to organize the subject in a way that gives equal weight to the experiences of different Muslim communities. I admit this is not perfect, but I have made considerable effort to include a geographical and cultural diversity of sites and traditions. In this spirit, I begin with a discussion of Islamic pilgrimage and its examination in the field of religious studies. This includes a discussion of some of the challenges faced by scholars who study Islam or pilgrimage, issues that are revisited in the afterword. Chapter 2 examines the holy cities of Jerusalem, Mecca, and Medina and includes a lengthy discussion of the importance placed by Muslims on Jerusalem in Islam, hajj, ‘umrah, and related traditions in Medina. Chapter 3 examines the pilgrimage traditions surrounding Shi‘i Muslims, including Zaydis, Isma‘ilis, Twelvers, and two groups that are associated with Shi‘ism – the ‘Alawis and Alevis. The following chapter focuses on Sufi pilgrimages, traditions that exist in many corners of the world and are undertaken by Sunnis, Shi‘i, and other Muslim sects. This chapter addresses the problems in studying Sufism, a field of enquiry influenced by Orientalist notions of “mysticism.” This chapter also looks at some of the pilgrimages that are shared among Muslims and other groups, such as Christians, Hindus, and Jews. Chapter 5 focuses on the topics of materiality and modernity – commodification, tourism, pilgrimage mementos, and virtual pilgrimages. It also examines the topics of technology and cyber-pilgrimage, offering a reflection on the ways in which modernity is changing Islamic pilgrimage and offering new ways of experiencing sacred sites. A careful reflection on the entire project, including some of the theoretical issues it presents, is contained in the afterword. These chapters are designed to be used independently or collectively in academic courses. As a whole they present a comprehensive study of the topic, one that I hope engenders more discussion both in the classroom and in academia on the subject of Islamic pilgrimage.
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RECONSIDERING ISLAMIC PILGRIMAGE: THEORETICAL AND SECTARIAN DEBATES



Discussions of Islam and sacred space often point to the ways in which people living in the West define space differently than Muslims do, arguing that secularism is a value held solely by those who do not hold Islam as their guiding principle. This position neglects those Muslims who live in Europe, North America, and elsewhere, while insisting on a simplified view of how religious people negotiate the modern world. In fact, religion is more complicated than this binary suggests, involving movement, production, and circulation. In the case of pilgrimage, movement is a key component, making a division between secular and religious space impossible. Engseng Ho argues that this is especially true of pilgrimage, which is “a movement of persons” that entails “a movement of texts” that travel through prayers, poems, stories, countries, and other media.1


Despite the tendency in religious studies to categorize “other” people’s religion as static and traditional, many contemporary scholars consider mobility, action, and movement as important parts of the religious experience. As Annelies Moors argues, “Things do not have either a religious or secular, non-religious, status; rather the ways in which forms become or cease to be religious may well shift in the course of their production, circulations, and consumption, and depends on the intentions of those engaging with them.”2 In recent years, scholars of pilgrimage have agreed with this analysis, often defining space as an ongoing, fluid, and active construction, a product of human agency rather than one created solely by modern secular institutions or by religious motivations. According to the French philosopher Henri Lefebvre, space is constructed through the interaction of physical, mental, and social fields; as a product of this interaction, space is not fixed.3 Islamic pilgrimage helps to demonstrate this vision. For example, a pilgrim visiting the tomb of Rumi negotiates a number of elements during his or her journey, such as place of origin, social class, gender, religiosity, imagination, and embodiment. These all contribute to the experience of the individual and result in a particular construction of space. Edward Soja frames this idea with his tripartite notion of Firstspace (physical space), Secondspace (imagined space), and Thirdspace, which is where the physical, political, imaginary, and social all come together. He describes Thirdspace as a site where numerous activities and movements congregate, “the real and imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive and the differential, structure and agency, mind and body, consciousness and the unconscious, the disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday life and unending history.”4 Following this logic, shrines, tombs, graveyards, and other sites associated with Islamic pilgrimage are in constant movement, a consequence of the fact that human beings are “active participants in the social construction of our embracing spatialities.”5


Muslims have a vast set of traditions that suggest the dead are able to hear the living, a belief that helps to explain the active quality to which Soja points. The practice of saying talqin, “reminding (or instructing) the deceased of the basics of religion, so that he will know how to answer when the angels of destruction interrogate him,” suggests just how pervasive this belief is.6 Pilgrimage sites are not simply ritual sites – they are places involved with history, memory, and imagination. Often, a pilgrimage involves a site at which memory and the imagination come together, serving as “representations of cultural artefacts associated with sacred places and conceptual narratives that become a commemoration of history as well as an imagination of it.”7


New pilgrimage sites demonstrate the active and complex nature of the construction of sacred space. An interesting case is the tomb of Ahmad Shah Masoud, the military leader of the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan. Masoud was killed shortly before September 11, 2001, by two Al Qaeda suicide attackers and buried in northern Afghanistan. He was a mythic figure. Nicknamed the Lion of Panjshir, Masoud was admired even by his enemies – first the Soviets, then various competing warlords, and the Taliban. Tales of heroism were accompanied by claims of Masoud’s deep religiosity. According to his widow, she would often wake in the middle of the night to find him praying. On one occasion, she found him weeping while kneeling on his prayer mat. Afghans believe that only the awliya (friends of God or saints, also known as Sufis) can wake themselves to pray in the middle of the night.8 Like many other saintly figures in Islam, Masoud reportedly experienced miraculous events and had premonitions.


Masoud injured his leg in a battle against Communist soldiers. He sent his troops to a small valley inside Panjshir called Shaaba. Masoud could not walk very fast, however, and both he and his bodyguard Kaka Tajuddin were in danger of being caught by the enemy. Suddenly a horse appeared in front of them, which they mounted. As they traveled through the villages, they asked about the horse but no one had ever seen it before. After a week they arrived in Dasht-e Rawat, a safe place, and spent the night. When they awoke the horse was dead. In another tale, before starting his fight against the Communists, Masoud dreamt that he saw a holy man with long white hair and a beard. This man tied a green belt around Masoud’s waist.9 The tradition of tying a belt around a man’s waist is an important one in Afghanistan, symbolizing the assignment of an important job. Many years later, shortly before his death, he had another dream. In it the same holy man untied the green belt. While Masoud’s friends thought this meant the Taliban would be defeated and peace would come to Afghanistan, Masoud knew that his job was done, that his soul would soon leave his body and return to God. Shortly thereafter, he was assassinated.10
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Figure 1.0 Tomb of Ahmad Shah Masoud, Afghanistan (photo courtesy of Wakil Kohsar).


After his death, Masoud’s tomb quickly became a pilgrimage site visited by those who fought alongside him in battles against the Russians, opposition forces, the Taliban, and Al Qaeda, by his countrymen who remember him from the Soviet–Afghan War and the conflagration that followed, and by young Afghans who were born in the last days of his life.


Although Masoud is a modern figure and the pilgrimage to his tomb is new, pilgrims to this site follow in the footsteps of their ancestors, for numerous graves, mosques, tombs, and other sites exist in Afghanistan and like other religious and political figures, Masoud fits into a larger cultural milieu. Most students of religion may have never heard of Masoud’s tomb, or the cloak of the Prophet that lies in a shrine in Qandahar, but Afghans have a long history of shrine visitation that extends into north India. The fact that Afghans had “ties to numerous Sufis, living and dead,” and the history of “Afghan notables as keen patrons of non-Afghan Sufis and their shrines,” is absent from most of the scholarship on Islamic pilgrimage.11 In addition, Shi‘i shrines have had a presence in Afghanistan for a millennium, and of course there are ziyarat traditions that are historical, political, and local, defined in many ways by many communities. This concept of ziyarat, then, is where we must begin.
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Figure 1.1 Mazar with flags, Xinjiang, China (photo courtesy of Brian Spivey).


ZIYARAT


Islamic pilgrimages are commonly referred to as ziyarat (sing. ziyarah). The Arabic word zara is the source of many words connected to pilgrimage, including ziyara, which means “visitation” and the Persianized ziyaratgah, or “place of pilgrimage,” as well as ziyarat gah mogaddas, a phrase that refers to “places to visit.” The vocabulary used to refer to pilgrimage sites is large, due to the wide geographical distribution of Muslims around the world. In medieval pilgrimage manuals, pilgrimage sites were often referred to as mazarat, but sometimes qubbah (pl. qibab) if a domed structure, mazar (a shrine), qabr (pl. qubur) if a tomb, darih (a tomb or cenotaph), mashhad (a place of martyrdom or witnessing), masjid (pl. masajid) in the case of a mosque that might contain a body or something else of religious significance, or maqam (a place a holy person had visited, such as a footprint or small structure, or a place associated with a vision), or turbah (pl. turab; mausoleum).12 These descriptors denote the Arabic words used for pilgrimage sites, representing only a small sample of the philological communities associated with pilgrimage traditions in Islam. In addition to pilgrimages connected to architectural structures like shrines and mosques, others involve hidden places that have disappeared through the ravages of time and the environment, such as the mazars buried beneath the dunes in Xinjiang, and the temporary shrines that are also found in this part of Asia, “fragile and ephemeral” constructions that are rebuilt time and again.13


Ziyarah has multiple meanings beyond the Arabic “visitations” connected to pilgrimage. It is also the word used for visiting a Sufi shaykh, literally meaning “visitation.”14 The plural ziyarat is also referenced in these cases, signifying the offerings or gifts brought to the shaykh, which in the Nilotic Sudan might include things like “livestock, cloth, slaves, honey, flour, butter, silver, rings, money (māl).”15 In these cases, the visitation or pilgrimage is to a living person rather than a tomb, relic, or holy site, illustrating one of the many ways in which pilgrimage in Islam is an expansive category. The late scholar Shahab Ahmed defined ziyarah as “visitation of saint-tombs to benefit from the cosmic economy of the Sufi’s barakah or spiritual power.”16 However, pilgrims visit sacred sites and bodies for a variety of reasons, as we shall see, and they do not always involve Sufi saints.


The use of “saint” in this book acknowledges that a large number of words are used to describe or identify holy people in Islam. In Christianity, the word “saint,” which comes from the Latin sanctus, denotes “a charismatic individual who attains the Christian ideal of perfection in his or her lifetime and who is posthumously recognized.”17 Obviously, this book is not about Christian pilgrimage (although at times it is involved in the production of Islamic practices); however, the idea of saint is used in this project to discuss holy individuals who, while having a more fluid and broader definition, are viewed as spiritually admirable, or even perfect, in their character.


Ziyarah has a wide number of meanings that involve pilgrimage practices. In Shi‘ism, ziyarah refers to the practice of visiting shrines and holy sites but it is also the name of the prayers recited at holy places. “By recollecting the events of Karbala, the ziyara at the holy places helps the pilgrim internalize the martyrdom and sufferings of al-Husayn and revives a spirit of revolt within him.”18 In some South Asian Sufi orders, the display of relics belonging to Prophet Muhammad is part of a ceremony called ziyarat.19 Ziyaratnama is the genre of literature focused on pilgrimage.20 It includes manuals that help pilgrims negotiate cities like Jerusalem, Damascus, and Qom, providing locations of sites as well as the prayers that should be recited there. As Schubel points out, for Shi‘i ziyarat has three meanings – the visitation of sacred objects at imambargahs (where Shi‘i gather in community), the Arabic salutations made at the end of a majlis/majalis, or prayer gathering, and the ritual performed on the twelfth day of Muharram.21 In Java, ziyarah refers to the “public visitation of a saint,” in a more specific usage of the term.22 These connotations are in addition to the general usage of the word to refer to pilgrimage to, or visitation of, a holy place or person.


As these examples show, Islamic pilgrimage is a diverse phenomenon. Ibn ‘Uthman (d. 1218) has a section in his Egyptian pilgrimage guide that reflects the important role played by ritual in these journeys and includes twenty rules (wazaif) for conducting pilgrimage, including that one should be sincere, perform the pilgrimage on a Friday, avoid sitting on and walking among graves (yet another indication that the dead knew when visitors came), greet the dead like the living, and read the Qur’an.23 Prohibitions against kissing the grave and seeking a blessing from the grave are also part of the history of Muslim pilgrimages; however, these traditions, as well as many others, are still in vogue today.


In academic discourse, non-hajj pilgrimages to the tombs of Imam ‘Ali, Sayyida Ruqayya, and others are frequently referred to as ziyarat. Scholars often characterize these traditions as deviations from “normative” Islam and describe them as small, local pilgrimages. Such a description does not fit arbaeen, the summer festival of Sufi music and prayer at Hacibektas, the ‘urs (death anniversary; literally “to marry”) at Ajmer, or the countless other sites that feature large and transnational pilgrimages. Some of these pilgrimages may involve tens of thousands or even millions of pilgrims. The large numbers of Muslims at these gatherings is not something new. In the nineteenth century, over 100,000 pilgrims from India and Iran visited sites in Iraq, a number that is exponentially greater now.24 Pilgrimages may also be daily activities, common in communities with rich cemetery cultures, such as the Kyrgyz, whose cities of the dead often incorporate “un-Islamic” elements that are part of local Muslim practice.25 These examples point to some of the problems in classifying Islamic pilgrimages outside of hajj as local, small, or insignificant.


The ways in which scholars frame Islamic pilgrimage as sectarian is also problematic. Ziyarat is not a Shi‘i or Sufi practice that is necessarily antithetical to hajj. Muslims also do not always visit sacred places due to sectarian affiliations. One exception is the graves of the Shi‘i Imams, such as Imam Reza’s shrine in Mashhad, which are rarely visited by Sunni Muslims. However, Sunnis visit the graves of Husayn, Ali, Fatima, Zaynab, and others who are part of the Imamate and its vast network of sites. Although the Fatimids (969–1187) memorialized religious practice as a matter of state policy, Sunni dynasties such as the Ayyubids (1187–1250) and Mamluks (1250–1516) followed, dedicating “thousands of sacred places to prophets, Companions of the Prophet, saints (awliyā’), holy people (qiddīsūn), martyrs (shuhadā’) and the righteous (sālihūn).”26 As this book shows, ziyarah has been an Islamic practice from the beginning and one that has never been strictly Shi‘i.


Islamic pilgrimages include visits to the tombs of Prophet Muhammad’s relatives, companions, and followers, the graves of Sufi saints, individuals important to Muslims, Jews, and Christians like Abraham (Ibrahim), Mary (Maryam), and springs, mountaintops, rocks, and forests that are often associated with stories, miracles, dreams, and visions. In some cases, pilgrimages are inspired by visions of Prophet Muhammad, who visits people in a dream or a waking vision. As one example, Ahmad Reza Khan Barelwi (1856–1921), whose poetry is often recited by pilgrims, evokes the presence of the Prophet.27 In other cases, the dead visit the living in a dream and reveal a secret, such as in the case of Sultan Satuq Bhugra-khan, who appeared before the Altishahr (Xinjiang) Sufi Muhammad Sharif one night and revealed the site of his grave, then helped Sharif find other graves “through his own interactions with other spirits.”28


Ziyarat may be local, but they often involve long journeys, gathering networks of Muslims together from disparate communities around the globe to congregate in large numbers. Karbala often sees twenty million visitors in a year, many of them congregating during arbaeen and greatly outnumbering the pilgrims at hajj, which sees approximately two million visitors annually. The annual pilgrimage to Konya for Rumi’s ‘urs (death anniversary) is also immense and transnational. Ziyarat often involves other special occasions, such as the mawlids (birthdays, or death anniversaries) of saints in Tanzania, when the blessing of the deceased is believed to be especially potent.29


Many Islamic pilgrimages are centered on the dead. Historically, the practice of visiting the graves of the deceased has often been focused on both helping the dead pass the test of faith and relieving their sadness at being deceased. As Renard explains, “Help from the community of believers enables the deceased to pass this crucial test, thereby alleviating the loneliness of the tomb, mitigating the sense of constriction the dead feel, and assuring an easier passage from this world to the next.”30 Among Muslims, the belief that the dead can sense the living is widespread and dates from the earliest days of Islam. Pilgrimage guides from the medieval period point to these traditions, which are not limited to graves, but also “mention sacred rocks, talismanic objects, and wells associated with saints and sacred episodes from Islamic and pre-Islamic history, sarcophagi in sacred caves, and saints’ clothing.”31 This suggests that Islamic pilgrimage involves not only graves, but a wide array of objects connected to the bodies of the dead.


In addition to the belief that the dead can be helped in their state of transition, Muslims also believe that visiting the grave results in benefits for the pilgrim. The dead are believed to intercede on behalf of the living, offering a conduit to the Divine. Islamic pilgrimage practices focused on intercession from quite an early stage: “The traditional Islamic practices of ziyārat al-qubūr (the visitation of burial places) and reliance on intercessory prayers appear well established by the early tenth century.”32 Today, the belief that the living and the dead can communicate with each other is widespread, and is found among Muslims in disparate geographical locations. In Java, pilgrims often visit the graves of ancestors, relatives, and children. In Senegal, as well as in many other places with large Sufi communities, some Muslims communicate with the dead on a daily basis. Every morning at Serigne Abdoulaye Yakhine’s mausoleum, disciples circle the tomb, reciting dhikr (the ritual of remembrance common among Sufis, also called zikr), and sing, but they also believe that the shaykh can hear them, that he speaks to them, and even that “they hold conversations” with their dead teacher.33 In the Volga-Ural region of Russia, Muslims visit the graves of the dead, most often the saints buried in small cemeteries, which are called zirat – taken from the word ziyarat.34
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