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 Jihad of Words: Gender and
 Contemporary Karbala Narratives

 ABIR HAMDAR
 SOAS, University of London

 What is raining? Blood.
 Who? The eyes.
 How? Day and night.
 Why? From grief.
 Grief for whom? Grief for the king of Karbala.

 (Qa'ani)1

 For all Shi'i Muslims across the world, the commemoration of the Batde of
 Karbala, which took place in 680 ge, is the locus around which their rituals and
 devotional practices are based.2 While these commemorations, or mourning
 rituals, are adaptable and vary according to the specific geographical areas to
 which Shi'is belong, their principal elements remain the same: the narrating and
 re-enacting of the story of the Batde of Karbala through emotional prose, visual
 imagery, elegiac poetry and chants, and/or dramatic performances.3 Through
 out, the lives and deeds of the members of the household of the Prophet

 Muhammad are venerated, and the suffering of the descendants of the
 Prophet's son-in-law, Imam Ali Ibn-Abi-Talib, are highlighted.4 Nevertheless, it
 is mainly the martyrdom of Imam al-Husayn and his followers that occupies
 centre stage in these commemorations.5 During the past decade or so, however,

 Special thanks to Hussein Hamdar, Arthur Bradley, and Andrew Tate for their comments on the first draft of
 this essay. Most names and terms in this paper follow a modern and simplified system of Arabic translitera
 tion. Thus, names such as Muhammad, al-Husayn, Zaynab adhere to this simplified version rather than a
 strict transliteration that uses accents, underscores, and underdots. However, in the case of Persian references
 or tides I have followed the modern Persian system of transliteration. Also, names of Arab and Persian authors
 whose work appears in English are given in the form in which they appear rather than in transliteration.

 1 This elegy was written by Qa'ani, one of Iran's famous Persian poets and thinkers of the nineteenth century
 (died ? 1853-4). The translated version is taken from Annemarie Schimmel, 'Karbala and Husayn in

 Literature', Al-Serat, 12 (1986), 29-39 (P- 29)
 2 The two major sects in Islam are Sunni and Shi'i. Shi'i Islam draws from the phrase 'Shi'at Ali' or the
 'partisans/followers of Ali'. Ali was the Prophet's son-in-law, married to his daughter Fatimah. For further

 details on the meaning of the word see Mohammad A. Shomali, Shi'i Islam: Origins, Faith and Practices (London:
 Islamic College for Advanced Studies, 2003), pp. 13-24. Sunni Islam draws from the phrase 'Ahl al-Sunnah
 wa al-Jama'ah', meaning 'The People of tradition of the Community of Believers'. For a detailed explanation
 of Sunni Islam see Faisal Abdul Rauf, 'What is Sunni Islam?', in Voices of Islam: Voices of Tradition, ed. by Vincent
 J. Cornell, 5 vols (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2007), 1, 185-216.

 3 The commemoration of the Batde of Karbala through various modes of mourning rituals is of great impor
 tance to Shi'is, as they can hope for redemption on Judgement Day and can request intervention from their
 holy mediators in their everyday lives. Also, the aesthetics of these rituals have been developed to create a spiri
 tual space that enables participants to engage in the expression of sorrow at the tragedy that befell Imam Husayn
 and his family. Interestingly, Arab theatre first emerged in Iraq out of these Karbala commemoration rituals.
 4 Shi'is refer to the Prophet's household as Ahl al-Bayt. Imam Ali is the first Imam for Shi'is.
 5 Imam Husayn is the grandson of the Prophet and the son of Fatimah and Ali Ibn-Abi-Talib. He is the

 third Imam.
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 ABIR HAMDAR 85

 a gender-dynamic transformation has come into place with regard to the trans
 mission of the Karbala narrative, as well as renewed attention to the role of
 women in the aftermath of the batde. This essay, therefore, will look at some of
 the popular Karbala narratives that have emerged in recent years in Lebanon
 and Iran; its aim is to highlight the increasing role played by gender discourses
 within the whole Karbala retelling tradition, specifically amongst Twelver Shi'is,
 and to show how present-day social and political conditions have contributed to
 a pronounced interest in the role of women in this event.6

 The Battle of Karbala

 It is important to state at the beginning that although the story of Karbala, the
 events leading up to it, and the details associated with it have been narrated and
 repeated across many centuries, no single version is pre-eminent. However, the
 general plot and the events leading to the battle are common to all the narra
 tives that seek to transmit the historical account of this tragedy. The main plot
 line of the Battle of Karbala, which took place during the Umayyad period ?
 specifically during the rule of the second Umayyad Caliph Yazid (reigned
 680-83), a time when the tension between Sunni Caliphs and Shi'i supporters
 was at its height ? can be summarized as follows. During the reign of Caliph
 Yazid, Muslims, particularly those in Southern Iraq, were dissatisfied with his
 rule; he is depicted as oppressive and corrupt, and he was continually distorting
 Islam and the teachings of the Prophet to suit his own ambitions. He was also
 intent on forcing the Prophet's grandson, Imam al-Husayn, who was in Medina
 in Eastern Arabia at the time, to show him allegiance, the penalty for refusal
 being decapitation. Likewise, Yazid was planning to launch a war on the people
 of Iraq for their refusal to succumb to his rule. Thus the Caliph's subjects in
 Southern Iraq asked al-Husayn for help, urging him to travel to Iraq to guide
 them in a revolt against Yazid. On learning of these pleas and the news that

 Yazid had ordered his beheading, al-Husayn sent trusted subjects to the country
 to assess the situation. Later, he and a small number of his close relatives and

 supporters made for Iraq. On the way, in Karbala, they were met by a large
 army of Yazid's men, who surrounded al-Husayn's caravans.7 The troops
 asked al-Husayn to swear an oath of allegiance to Yazid, but he refused. After
 ten days of waiting and intermittent fighting, during which al-Husayn and

 6 Three main branches of Shi'i Islam remain today: Twelvers, Zaydis, and Isma'ilis. The majority of Shi'is
 are Twelvers. The difference between these branches lies in the succession of Imams and in some of their
 practising beliefs.
 7 Karbala is an area in South Iraq situated near the Euphrates river. At the time of these events, Iraq had a

 large concentration of Shi'i supporters and it became the centre of the opposition against the Umayyad rule.
 According to historical accounts, Shi'is were persecuted during the Umayyad period and members of the non
 Shi'i population feared being accused of supporting Shi'is. Consequendy, the Imams encouraged poets to
 create poetry that highlighted the actions and deeds of the oppressors. For details see Abdulla Abdali al

 Qatam, Shi'ite Political Poetry during the Umayyad Period (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1995).
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 his entourage were denied food and water, a final batde broke out.8 The
 outcome was the horrific slaughter of al-Husayn, his male relatives, and a
 number of women and children.9 The surviving women and children, together
 with al-Husayn's son, Imam Ali Zayn al-Abidin, who had been too ill to join in
 the batde, were taken captive and transported, with the heads of the martyrs,
 to the court of Yazid in Damascus.10 The narrative tells us that the heads of the

 martyrs were placed on spears and displayed, along with the chained captives,
 in the cities that Yazid's troops passed through on their way to the ruler's court.
 In Damascus, al-Husayn's sister Zaynab and his son Zayn al-Abidin denounced
 Yazid publicly, and in the very heart of his palace, for his brutal treatment of
 the household of the Prophet.

 According to accounts by historians and critics, mourning and lamentation
 for the martyrs and for the suffering of al-Husayn and his relatives began imme
 diately afterwards. In fact, some sources claim that the first commemoration of
 al-Husayn's martyrdom was held by his sister, Zaynab, in a prison cell while she
 was being held captive.11 During the remainder of the Umayyad period and in
 the first two centuries of the Abbasid rule, the output of elegiac poetry focusing
 on the suffering of the descendants of the Prophet increased. Throughout this
 whole period, Karbala symbolism became an essential force in many political
 uprisings.According to Kamran Scot Aghaie, one of the major influences on the
 development of Shi'i mourning rituals and Karbala narratives was the emer
 gence of the Safavid dynasty around 1501-02, in an area that is currendy part
 of modern Iran. Aghaie explains that the Safavids were originally a Sufi order
 whose head of state, Shah Isma'il, adopted Shici Islam as the state religion
 (specifically Twelver Shi'i). For this reason, Shi'i rituals and practices became an
 essential force in the affirmation of Safavid identity. Since Shi'is were in a
 majority under Safavid rule and were no longer afraid to express their own sense
 of group identity, their mourning rituals and commemorations became public
 and were soon marked by a greater degree of elaboration and aesthetic
 sophistication. Consequendy, authors of elegiac and dramatic literature were
 increasingly in demand during the Safavid period. One of the seminal works
 that appeared at this time and influenced Shi'i mourning rituals and other series
 of Karbala narratives was Husayn Va'ez Kashefi's Rowzat al-Shohada (The
 Garden of Martyrs). The latter became the main reference or script for
 mourning sermons, in which a trained speaker would recount the story of the
 Batde of Karbala with highly charged emotion, intermingled with moments of

 8 Because al-Husayn initially refrained from fighting, his struggle is portrayed in the narratives as defensive.
 9 According to Karbala historians, their suffering did not take place in one swift act but stretched on for days.

 Al-Husayn was the last martyr to fall and his suffering, therefore, is portrayed as all the more intense.
 10 In Shi'i Islam, Ali Zayn al-Abideen (died 712-13) is the fourth Imam.
 11 B. Tahera Qutbuddin, 'Zaynab Bint Ali', in Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. by Lindsey Jones, 2nd edn, 15 vols

 (Detroit: Macmillan Reference, 2005), xrv, 9937-40 (pp. 9937-8).
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 ABIR HAMDAR 87

 improvisational speech, with the intention of moving the audience to tears.12 To
 date, this ritual remains one of the primary means of commemorating the
 Karbala tragedy amongst Shi'is around the world.13 More importandy, while
 Kashefi's work is often quoted by Karbala historians and authors, a significant
 number of other Karbala narratives have since appeared.

 Women and Karbala

 In the past, the retelling of the Batde of Karbala mainly emphasized the events
 leading to the batde, the batde scene, and the martyrdom of al-Husayn and his
 supporters. Consequendy, the role of men in the whole story and the symbol
 ism their actions and sacrifices acquired was the central point around which

 mourning commemorations and narratives evolved. Although women were not
 excluded from the narrative framework, nevertheless their position was largely
 portrayed as passive: they were the victims who were taken captive, humiliated,
 and forced to witness Yazid's cruelty. At the same time, they were the mourners
 and weepers in the tragedy and the ones who suffered its aftermath most. After
 all, throughout history, a major component of the Karbala narrative (following
 the death of al-Husayn) has been the captivity of women and their suffering at
 the hands of Yazid's army. In short, stories of the Karbala event did not exclude

 women but mainly described the atrocities the women faced after their male kith
 and kin were killed and the way in which they mourned their loss.

 This aspect of the victimhood of the women during and after the batde is no
 longer current in Ashura commemorations and narrations, particularly those
 emerging from Lebanon and Iran. Rather, what seems to be the focus in modern
 Karbala narratives is an emphasis on the courage and strength of the female
 captives, who, on more than one occasion, saved their male relatives and defied
 Yazid and his men. In addition, more narrative weight is now given to another
 form of jihad in which the women took part, one involving oratory skills and
 intellectual power rather than direct combat and fighting. Today, the retelling of
 the story of Karbala involves positioning the role of women within a discourse
 that can only be described as a 'Jihad of words' that the female descendants of
 the Prophet undertook and without which, as historians posit, the whole event

 would have faded into oblivion.

 12 Kamran Scot Aghaie, 'Introduction: Gendered Aspects of the Emergence and Historical Development of
 Shi'i Symbols and Rituals', in The Women of Karbala: Ritual Performance and Symbolic Discourses in Modern Shi'i Islam,
 ed. by Kamran Scot Aghaie (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005), pp. 1-21 (pp. 5-6).
 13 Each year Shi'is throughout the world commemorate the tragedy of Karbala during a ten-day period

 called Ashura (Ashura refers to the tenth day of the Muharram month and the day on which the final batde
 took place and al-Husayn was martyred). During Ashura the details of the events that led to the batde are
 retold and recreated in public and private places. Aghaie notes that for Shi'is the Batde of Karbala has 'become
 the root metaphor upon which many of their religious beliefs and practices are based'; see Kamran Scot

 Aghaie, The Martyrs of Karbala: ShiH Symbols and Rituals in Modern Iran (Seatde: University of Washington Press,
 2004), p. 9.
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 The Concept of Jihad

 The concept of 'jihad' as it is translated and understood in the West is 'holy
 war'. However, Muslims do not perceive it as such, for the word jihad has a
 broader and richer 'semantic content'.14 It derives from the Arabic word juhd,
 meaning to 'strive' or 'struggle'. Thus al-jihad fi sabil allah translates as the
 'struggle for God's cause', or 'to struggle in the way of God', namely, to 'exhaust
 the self in finding the Divine Presence' and to 'bring up God's word'.15 In this
 sense, according to Sayyed Hossein Nasr, all the pillars of Islam are connected
 to the concept of jihad.16 For Muslims, therefore, jihad is a multifaceted concept
 and one that is both external and internal in nature.

 Moreover, while many references in the Qur'an are made to the word 'jihad',
 it never occurs explicidy in the context of war.17 In fact, a notable hadith of the
 Prophet reports that, upon returning from a batde, he declared that we return
 from the little jihad to the greater jihad.18 Regarding the latter, the Prophet
 was referring to the internal jihad, or jihad of the self, that the individual exer
 cises against the forces of discord within, and the struggle he or she undertakes
 to attain a higher state of spiritual, moral, intellectual, and psychological equi
 librium. In terms of its forms, many Muslim scholars and theologians have
 divided jihad into several categories. Muslim jurists, for example, have listed
 four: jihad of the heart or jihad of the self, which involves the struggle of the
 individual to reach a state of spiritual, moral, and psychological equilibrium;
 jihad of the tongue, relating to the struggle to educate, teach, commend good
 conduct, and refrain from speaking ill; jihad of the hand, signifying the process
 of community and nation building through material means such as scientific
 discovery, infrastructure progress, and the tools of writing; and jihad of the
 sword, which involves fighting, but only as a defensive and preventive measure.19
 In fact, Lebanon's Shi'i religious authority Sayyed Muhammad Husayn
 Fadlallah affirms that jihad in the form of war is ordained only when Muslims
 are expelled from their homes and land, their wealth is seized, and their right to
 self-determination and the running of their affairs is taken away from them.
 Fadlallah adds:

 14 For a critique of the common slogan in the West that 'the religion of Muhammad was [established] by
 the sword' see Richard Bonney, Jihad: From Qur'an to Bin Laden (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), especially
 pp. 400-2. See also Rudolph Peters, Jihad in Classical and Modern Islam: A Reader, 2nd edn (Princeton, NJ: Markus
 Wiener, 2005), p. 116.

 15 Shaykh Muhammad Hisham Kabbani, 'Jihad in Islam', in Voices of Islam, 11, 205-56 (pp. 205-6).
 16 Seyyed [Sayyed] Hossein Nasr, 'The Spiritual Significance of Jihad', in Traditional Islam in the Modern World

 (London: Kegan Paul, 1987), pp. 28-33 (P- 29)- The five pillars of Islam are testament to the oneness of God,
 prayer, fasting, the giving of religious tax, and the pilgrimage to Mecca.

 17 There are many words in Arabic that signify war, including harb ('war'), qittal ('killing'), ma'raka ('batde').
 A. G. Noorani states that the Qur'an does not use these words when referring to the struggle Muslims have
 to undertake in their life. Instead, it uses 'a vaguer, richer word with a wide range of connotations'; see

 A. G. Noorani, Islam & Jihad: Prejudice Versus Reality (London: Zed, 2002), pp. 45-62.
 18 Hadith is the body of literature concerning the sayings and doings of the Prophet.
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 As for those suicide bombers who kill innocent people as well as those who accuse others
 of unbelief just because they differ with them [...], to those we say that their inhuman
 and brutal actions have nothing to do with Islam whatsoever, and that what they are
 doing will lead to God's wrath and not His satisfaction.20

 Similarly, Iranian theologian Ayatullah Morteza Motahari, who is the
 foremost modern Iranian theorist on jihad, has argued that it is soldiers on the
 batdefield who want to fight you who are to be fought, and even then 'only after
 [these soldiers] have been declared as transgressors'.21 Motahari explains that
 fighting motivated by the desire to harness a people's wealth, economic riches,
 and human resources is not permissible in Islam. Unlike other religious scholars,

 Motahari understands jihad as going beyond the rights of an individual, group,
 or nation to encompass the rights of humanity as a whole rather than just

 Muslims (pp. 14-20). He provides an example of his view by drawing on French
 colonialism in Algeria:
 [During the period] when the Algerians were at war with the French colonialists, a group
 of Europeans helped them in their war ? either in the form of actual fighting along
 side the Algerians, or in other ways. [. . .] the jihad of such people was holier than the
 jihad of the Algerians, because the Algerians were defending the cause of their own
 rights, while the cause of the others was more ethical and more sacred than that of the
 Algerians, (p. 24).

 In short, jihad in Islam comes in many forms, but its association with holy war
 is an interpretation that many Muslims and non-Muslims alike make in error. If
 anything, and as Bruce B. Lawrence notes, jihad has a bearing on modern
 society when its moral mission is underlined. Lawrence writes: 'jihad has come
 to mean the advocacy of social justice in a widening circle that also includes
 economic participation and prosperity for Muslims' in the modern context, not
 just for Muslims alone.22

 For Shi'is this dynamic of jihad in the form of seeking social justice and elim
 inating oppression encapsulates the core foundation of al-Husayn's revolution
 and sums up the deeply ingrained ideals of Shi'ism. More importantly for this
 study, the major feature of female jihad in present-day Karbala narratives
 appears to draw on this discourse and portrays the female characters as jihadists
 who, despite the prevailing social and political tyranny, spoke and spread the
 truth and therefore kept the message behind al-Husayn's revolution and his
 sacrifices alive. By highlighting the words, speeches, and sermons of the female

 19 Kabbani (pp. 207-9) states that these four types of jihad were first categorized by the Islamic philosopher
 Ibn Rushd (Averroes) (1126-98 ce).
 20 Sayyed Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, 'Jihad, Women and Apostasy', in Bayynat <http://english.

 bayynat.org.lb/> [accessed 12 December 2008].
 21 Morteza Motahari, Jihad: The Holy War of Islam and its Legitimacy in the Quran, trans, by Mohammad Salman

 Tawheedi (Tehran: Islamic Propagation Organization, 1985), p. 13. Further references will be given in the text.
 22 Bruce B. Lawrence, Shattering the Myth: Islam beyond Violence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998),

 P- 159
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 characters of Karbala, modern-day narratives of the event situate the actions
 of these women within the parameters of the most important form of jihad that
 any Muslim could undertake. After all, a famous hadith by the Prophet makes
 it clear that the highest form of jihad is to speak the truth in the face of an unjust

 ruler. Today, female characters of the Karbala narrative are represented as
 active individuals whose participation in jihad and whose struggle for truth and
 justice and the preservation of Islamic beliefs are no less important than the
 endeavours of their male counterparts.

 The Jihad of Karbala Women

 While several female characters appear in the Karbala narrative, all direct
 relatives of al-Husayn, it is the latter's sister, Zaynab, who is the female protag
 onist par excellence. A considerable number of publications devoted to her role
 and participation in the Karbala event have appeared in recent years, and these
 narratives generally begin by exploring her traits as a woman and then
 situating her importance and heroic deeds within the incident itself. Thus, works
 such as Ibrahim Muhammad Khalifeh's Fi Rihab Batalat Karbala (In the
 Capaciousness of the Heroine of Karbala) and Badr Shahin's compilation of
 Karbala narratives on Lady ?aynab start by stressing her intellectual upbringing
 and capacity. Zaynab, according to these historians and writers, 'was marvellous
 in intelligence and cleverness'. Raised in the cradle of her grandfather the
 Prophet and her parents Fatimah and Ali, she enjoyed a pre-eminent position
 amongst scholars of hadith, so much so that during the Umayyad rule and the
 public ban on referring to her father, Imam Ali, by name, scholars resorted to
 the phrase 'Father of Zaynab' when speaking of the Imam.23 Moreover, during
 her father's rule, she organized debates and gave lectures to Muslim women who
 sought her knowledge and advice. And in the absence of her brother al-Husayn,

 Muslims came to her to ask about issues related to Islamic law. Furthermore, she
 was quoted both by members of her family and by the public. Ali Qa'emi
 writes:

 There was no other more eloquent woman than Zaynab; when she spoke, men held
 their breath. One person who heard her speak said, 'I swear to God that I have never
 heard a woman with such lucid, clear, and accurate language and such logical rhetoric
 in my life [. . .] the fiery tongue of Ali could be heard in her speech.'24

 Such was Zaynab's intellectual and social status that al-Husayn, as a mark of
 deference, used to stand up when she visited him. It is against such a backdrop
 that most Karbala narratives engaging in gender dynamics begin. And what

 23 Badr Shahin, Lady Zaynab, 2nd edn (Qum: Ansariyan Publications, 2006), pp. 60-1. Further references will
 be given in the text.

 24 Peter J. Chelkowski, 'Iconography of the Women of Karbala', in Women of Karbala, pp. 119-38 (p. 127).
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 emerges is the major role that Zaynab played in the Karbala event: a jihadist in
 the cause of Islam and Karbala through her voice and words, which, as has been
 repeatedly affirmed, shook the very foundations of Yazid's rule, set the scene for
 its collapse, and kept the Karbala event alive until the present day. Khalifeh, for
 example, writes that Zaynab succeeded, through her continuous jihad, in trans
 mitting the voice of al-Husayn, adding that with this jihad she wanted to
 continue her brother's revolution and fulfil its aims, which were to 'curb all forms

 of social and political corruption and oppression'.25
 In this respect, present-day narratives revise earlier claims regarding

 Zaynab's reaction to the adversaries around her. These narratives stress that,
 contrary to popular belief, Zaynab never broke down or lost her edge, even as
 she witnessed the suffering unfolding. In fact, the scene evoked in many present

 Karbala scripts is the one in which al-Husayn is seen asking his sister to be
 patient and to hide her tears, even if he were to die ? a promise that Zaynab
 would make to her brother once both had realized that his death was probably
 imminent. Thus, present-day narrative versions assert that Zaynab neither wept
 nor beseeched as she watched al-Husayn being 'struck with swords and stabbed
 with lances'. Instead, she rebuked the men, saying, 'How do you accept to watch
 Abu Abdallah (al-Husayn) while he is slain?' And when the army surrounded
 her brother's body, she made her way through the crowd of men, stood over him
 'with perfect dignity and modesty', challenged Yazid's army, and uttered the

 words that would confuse the throng of men who expected her to break down
 completely: 'O Allah, accept from us this offering' (Shahin, p. 181). The narra
 tive tells that Zaynab then walked back to her tent as the bewildered men made

 way for her and as 'lips whispered and repeated her very words unconsciously',
 while others wept at the act they had just committed and the guilt that Zaynab's
 words had instilled in their hearts (Khalifeh, pp. 190-1). In short, right after al
 Husayn is killed, Zaynab's role and the significance of her words and deeds take
 on the same heroic symbolism and qualities as al-Husayn's own actions and
 martyrdom.

 It is true that Zaynab has always been an important female character in
 Karbala narratives: she was ? in fact still is ? represented as a matriarchal
 figure to her brothers and relatives. Leaving behind her husband in Medina, she
 and her sons accompanied al-Husayn to Karbala. When the suffering erupted,
 she is depicted as standing by her brother and offering comfort to the other

 women and children, all the while treating the wounded. She was also respon
 sible for saving the life of al-Husayn's son, Zayn al-Abidin, by offering her own
 life instead. Although Zaynab's participation in the Karbala event is a vital

 25 Ibrahim Muhammad Khalifeh, Ft Rihab Batalat Karbala (In the Capaciousness of the Heroine of Karbala)
 (Beirut: Mu'assast al-Balagh, 1985), pp. 105-6. Further references will be given in the text.
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 element in previous narratives, the dimension of her role and portrayal has
 gained even greater significance in modern times.26

 The most dramatic twist that has taken place with regard to the Karbala
 event and present-day gendered discourses concerns the series of sermons and
 speeches that Zaynab and other female characters delivered, first in the cities in

 which the army exhibited the female captives and the martyrs' heads, and then
 in Damascus where Yazid resided. These sermons and the effect they had on
 both the public and the political climate at the time not only affirm Zaynab's
 centrality within the Karbala story, but through them she has come to be
 regarded as the major catalyst in the creation of a full-fledged Shi'i movement
 and keeping it alive amongst the public.27 In this sense, present-day narratives
 further underline Zaynab's role as an educator of the public, revealing the truth
 about the events of Karbala and exposing the atrocities of the Umayyad rule.

 As such, in one of the first speeches that Zaynab gave after her captivity,
 delivered in front of the people of Kufa,28 some of whom had betrayed al
 Husayn, Zaynab is described as reproaching the audience relendessly and
 revealing their role in the death of her brother, as well as uniting public opinion
 against the Umayyad rule by referring to the misfortunes that the latter had
 inflicted on her family. In some of the present-day narratives it is said that the
 people of Kufa were so moved that at one point even Zayn al-Abidin asked his
 aunt to stop, as he realized that the listeners could no longer bear to hear her
 words: they had begun to mourn the loss of the Imam and were weeping for the
 captivity of his family. Yet Zaynab was persistent, telling the crowd of people
 who had blocked the streets and were surrounding their caravans:
 O people of Kufa: people of deception and perfidy! Do you weep? May your tears never
 cease, and may the resounding of this calamity never stop. [. . .] Woe unto you, O people
 of Kufa! Do you know whose heart you have burned, what a feat you have laboured,
 what blood you have shed, and what sanctity you have violated? You have done a most
 monstrous deed, something for which the heavens are about to split asunder and so is
 the earth, and for which the mountains crumble (Shahin, pp. 192-3).

 It is also narrated that an old man was so moved to tears by Zaynab's words that
 he approached her and said: 'My father and mother be sacrificed for you. Your
 men are the best men, your youths are the best youths, your women are the best
 women, and your progeny will never die away or become low' (Shahin, p. 194).
 Similarly, this narrative version and others recount that when the army took the
 captives to the mansion of the governor Ubaydullah Ibn Ziyad to gloat over
 their victory in Karbala, Zaynab showed the governor and his entourage such

 26 The evidence for this may be seen in the huge number of contemporary publications devoted to her role
 and character, which was not the case before the 1970s.
 27 A significant feature of the Karbala story is that it is interspersed with speeches and sermons.
 28 A city in Iraq.
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 disdain that his moment of elation disappeared. The story has it that Ubaydullah
 was so enraged by Zaynab's speech that he accused her of using rhyme to
 compose her words.29 Ubaydullah is quoted as saying: 'This one is a rhymist.
 Her father was a rhymist and poet. I swear it'; to which Zaynab replied: 'I am
 too engaged to use rhyme. Women have nothing to do with rhyme' (p. 197).

 Yet it is the final speech that Zaynab gave in Yazid's court that is regarded as
 the most revolutionary in Islam and the one that was an extension of al-Husayn's
 uprising. For Zaynab, like the rest of the captives and the remaining members
 of the Prophet's family, 'was tied up with ropes, forced to ride saddle-less', and
 on lean camels, all the while accompanied by the heads of her loved ones. In
 this 'state of utmost humiliation' she and the others approached Syria (Khalifeh,
 p. 170). On arrival in the capital Damascus, Zaynab did not allow her condition
 to get in the way of her confrontation with Yazid. Rather, the narrative tells that

 the bereaved woman stood in front of the powerful Yazid and boldly scolded
 him for beating the head of al-Husayn with a stick while the people of
 Damascus, from all walks of life, stood and watched. She is quoted as saying:
 How dare you hit the lips of Abu Abdallah [al-Husayn], the Master of the Youths of
 Paradise? But why should you not so do [...], and since you shed the blood of the off
 springs of Muhammad, peace and blessings of Allah be upon him and his Progeny.

 And she added:

 Although calamities have forced me to speak to you, I see you trivial in my eyes and find
 your verbal attacks immense and I regard your rebuke too much to bear, but the eyes
 are tearful and the chests are heavy. [. . .] Such hands (the hands of Yazid's troops and
 his supporters) are dripping with our blood; such mouths are feeding on our flesh, while
 those sacred and pure corpses are offered as food to the wild beasts of the desert and
 are dirtied by the brutes.

 Elsewhere she is quoted as telling Yazid:
 So scheme whatever you wish to scheme, and carry out your plots, and intensify your
 efforts, for, by Allah, you shall never be able to obliterate our mention, nor will you ever
 be able to kill the revelation (that was revealed to us), nor will you ever exalt to our
 position, nor will your shame ever be washed away. Your view shall be proven futile, your
 days limited in number, and your wealth wasted on the Day when the caller calls out:
 'The curse of Allah be upon the oppressor' (11:18). (Shahin, pp. 208-9).

 In her full address to Yazid, Zaynab is portrayed as performing the highest form
 of jihad. Her courage in crushing the authority of Yazid, whose power and
 tyranny she ignored, and in bringing disgrace and shame upon him and his

 milieu through her words is lauded in all Karbala narratives. Commenting on
 the content and revolutionary aspects of Zaynab's full speech, Tawfik al-Fukayki
 argues that it contained 'all arts of rhetoric, styles of oratory, manifestations of

 29 An accusation that was intended to be derogatory, as it implies that Zaynab was simply an emotional
 woman.
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 expressiveness, significances of enthusiasm, power of allegation, and authority
 of defence of freedom and belief, in such a forthright way that was sharper than
 swords', adding that:
 For Yazid, to jump on adders' fangs or to be targeted by pointed spears was easier than
 hearing these words [Zaynab's words] in his own house and in the middle of the capital
 of [. . .] his state. Throughout the ages, this historical speech has been [. . .] a never
 ending literature in the faces of the tyrants. (Shahin, p. 210)

 In short, and as is repeatedly stressed in present-day narratives, the impor
 tance of Zaynab's speech to Yazid lies in its achievement of a number of goals
 that are linked direcdy and indirecdy with al-Husayn's revolution. These include
 the fact that Zaynab succeeded in revealing that Yazid's military superiority was
 temporary; she reproached him for his horrific treatment of the Ahl al-Bayt
 (Prophet's household), especially the women;30 she referred to the psychological
 and social motives behind the slaughter by drawing on the acts of killing that
 other members of his family had committed; and she referred to her own high
 standing and unquestioned honour as a way of belitding him. Most importandy,
 however, is the fact that she proved that Yazid's attempt to obliterate all mention
 of the Ahl al-Bayt would fail.

 Not content with the disorder her revolutionary speech caused in Yazid's city,
 Zaynab also rallied public opinion against the Umayyad rule in Medina; this in
 turn caused the people there to rebel against the state. It is said that fear of
 Zaynab's words and activities led Yazid's representatives in Medina to write to
 the ruler about the danger of her presence there. Banished from the city Zaynab
 opted to go to Egypt, some sources claim, accompanied by her nieces. Accord
 ing to the narrative, however, the legacy of her words and sermons had already
 left its mark on the public and paved the way for the collapse of the Umayyad
 rule.

 Like Zaynab, a few of the other female characters are also said to have
 contributed to the 'Jihad of words' through their active participation in trans

 mitting and preserving the message behind al-Husayn's revolution.31 Of these,
 al-Husayn's sister Umm Khulthum and his daughter Fatimah stand out in
 particular. Fatimah's speech condemning Yazid's men and the ruler himself is
 especially significant given that she was but a young girl at the time.32

 In all this it is important to bear in mind that the tradition of sermons and
 speeches in which the women of Karbala played an active part dates back to

 30 In doing so, Karbala narratives praise Zaynab for revealing Yazid's ignorance of Islamic laws, which stip
 ulate that it is unacceptable to treat women as such in wars. Thus Zaynab is portrayed as ultimately proving
 Yazid's unbefitting position as a ruler over the Muslim public.

 31 Some historical sources are not definite on this, while others provide the contents of their speeches.
 32 For Umm Khulthum and Fatimah's speech see Baqir Sharif al-Qureishi, al- Sayidah Zaynab: Batalat al Tarikh

 andRa'edat al-Jihadji al-Islam (Lady Zaynab: The Heroine of History and the Pioneer of Jihad in Islam), 2nd
 edn (Beirut: Dar al-Mahaja al-Bayda' & Dar al-Rasul al-Akram, 2005), pp. 262-5.
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 the days of Fatimah, the mother of al-Husayn and Zaynab. For Fatimah devoted
 her life, after the death of the Prophet, to 'protecting the policies of truth with
 her stances, words and sermons'.33 This was done with the intention of proving
 that, as a woman, she had a right to her father's inheritance and to show that
 her husband had the right to become a Caliph. Also, one of the earliest and
 most famous sermons in the history of Islam is the one that Fatimah herself
 delivered in a mosque and in front of a crowd of people. The speech, accord
 ing to Fadlallah, 'had no equivalent in [. . .] Arabic history ? an orator talking
 about the secrets of Islamic Jurisprudence in all its major categories'. Fatimah
 spoke to Muslims about her right and theirs, and for this reason she was consid
 ered a 'holy struggler'. The significance of all this, argues Fadlallah, is that
 Fatimah 'had legitimised Muslim women's participation in politics as an orator,
 as a dynamic force of opposition, with all the effort and energy that the role
 could call for'.34 And it is Fatimah's influence and her speeches that serve as the
 driving force behind Zaynab's role in Karbala.35 Just as Fatimah is depicted as
 defending Islam, educating the public, and protecting her father's (the Prophet's)
 message from supression, Zaynab is portrayed as the principal force for the
 followers of Ali after the martyrdom of al-Husayn. Like her mother before her,
 explains Fadlallah, Zaynab represented the voice of the opposition at a time
 when such a concept and practice were not familiar, adding that to understand
 the significance of her political opposition is not to situate it within the dynamics

 of an opposition in a country with freedom of speech, but rather in one where
 there is an all-powerful ruler and a people who dare not complain.36

 From all the above one surmises that narratives of the Karbala tragedy
 mainly derive their gendered impetus from the lives, deeds, and words of
 Fatimah and Zaynab. Yet the development of Karbala gendered discourses and
 themes appear to have gathered proper momentum only in the 1950s and 1960s.
 This is the result of a combination of factors that include, but are not limited
 to, the heightened awareness of gender issues in the modern era, the social and
 political developments in such countries as Iran and Lebanon, the rise of resist
 ance movements against foreign occupation, and the emphasis on ideals of
 womanhood that do not subscribe to Western values. Hence, as the oppositional
 discourse against the Shah intensified in Iran, Karbala symbolism and gendered

 33 Sayyed Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, The Infallible Fatimah (as) a Role Model for Men and Women, compiled
 by Hussayn Ahmad al-Khashin (Beirut: Dar al-Malak, 2002), pp. 46-9.
 34 Fadlallah, Infallible Fatimah, p. 62.
 35 Although Fatimah was already dead when the Karbala event took place, the shadow of her presence and

 her intellectual legacy hovers throughout the narrative. For Fatimah is the mother of al-Husayn and Zaynab.
 She, together with her husband Ali, are portrayed as having protected the Prophet's message and educated
 the public about Islamic laws. Her speeches had a profound influence on her daughter, who, it is narrated,

 memorized them by heart at the age of five.
 36 Sayyed Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, Fi Rihab Ahl al-Bayt (In the Capaciousness of the People of the

 Household (of the Prophet)), 4th edn, compiled by Saleem al-Husayni (Beirut: Dar al-Malak, 2004), pp. 236-7.
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 themes were employed to mobilize the nation. For instance, in Ashura commem
 orations and public lectures the Shah was compared to Yazid, while the story of
 the uprising of the Ahl al-Bayt and the martyrdom of al-Husayn and his
 supporters against corruption was an example of a heroic deed that had to be
 emulated.37 Similarly, Iranian religious scholars and intellectuals such as Ali
 Shari'ati and Motahari, among others, deconstructed the association of women
 as mere mourners of the Karbala event, dubbing it a 'wrong practice'.38 For
 these oppositional figures, mere crying over the tragic events of Karbala was
 fruitless; what was required was to understand how al-Husayn's revolution and
 the women's role in it involved active participation, and how this should serve
 as a model to be emulated in contemporary life against all corrupt leaders.

 Also, after the revolution much emphasis was placed on both the character
 of Fatimah and, to a larger extent, Zaynab as a 'means of educating young girls
 on the proper social roles of women in Islamic societies'.39 Moreover, metaphors
 that were employed to describe the character of Fatimah and Zaynab were
 employed in references to Iranian women. For example, in an address to Iranian
 women in Qum, Ayatulla Khomeini described his audience as 'lion-hearted
 women', a metaphor that was also used by Islamic historian Muhammad
 Muhammadi Eshtehardi in a highly influential narrative on Zaynab, published
 after the Islamic revolution, in which he also dubbed Zaynab 'the Lioness of
 Karbala'.40 Throughout all this, ideals of womanhood that had been promoted
 during the Shah's reign and drew on Western models were being undercut and
 erased, while new codes of conduct and identities for Shi'i women were being
 inscribed in the country. The character of Zaynab has been instrumental in
 establishing and constructing new female identities for many women in Iran. In
 fact, in many public speeches Iranian women themselves have certified that this
 role model has been an inspiration in their life. One affirmation of this is that a
 group of female Iranian delegates at the United Nations Decade for Women
 Conference made clear that 'the Zaynabic way' is the ideal way.41

 Similarly, in Lebanon the transformation in gender-infused themes related to
 the Karbala tragedy and its commemoration has also been significant. This shift
 has been influenced by a set of changes similar to the ones that had swept Iran.

 37 Aghaie explains that Motahari, for example, described the actions of Ahl al-Bayt and al-Husayn's uprising
 as a 'holy epic' and a 'movement for Islamic reform'; see Martyrs of Karbala, pp. 108-11.
 38 Aghaie, Martyrs of Karbala, p. 122. Ali Shari'ati (1933-77) was an unorthodox Iranian intellectual influenced

 by Marxist ideas who introduced and translated the latter within the Shi'i context of Iran.
 39 Aghaie, Martyrs of Karbala, p. 125.
 40 Ruhollah Khomeini, 'Address to a Group of Women in Qum', in Islam and Revolution: Writings and Declara

 tions of Imam Khomeini (ig4i-ig8o), trans, and annotated by Hamid Algar (Berkeley, CA: Mizan Press, 1981),
 pp. 263-4 (p. 263); Muhammad Muhammadi Eshtehardi, Hayam-e Zayna^ poyam resan-e shahidan-e Karbala
 (Zaynab, the Deliverer of the Message of Karbala) (Tehran: Nashr-e-Mutahhar, 1997).
 41 See Farzaneh Milani, Veils and Words: The Emerging Voices of Iranian Women Writers (New York: Syracuse

 University Press, 1992), pp. 40-2.
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 To understand this it is important to take into consideration a number of factors
 regarding the political and social conditions under which Shi'is lived in Lebanon
 for many years. Historically the Lebanese Shi'is were regarded as a marginal
 group who lived either in the south of the country or in the most deprived areas
 and lacked access to the various developments taking place elsewhere. All this
 began to change with the political role that Sayyed Musa al-Sadr played, in the
 early 1970s, in mobilizing the country's Shi'is.42 Al-Sadr, who was responsible for
 establishing Harakat al-Mahrumeen (The Movement of the Deprived), instigated
 reform amongst the Shi'i community and employed Ashura commemorations
 to heighten group solidarity and political awareness. Yet, as Lara Deeb notes in
 her anthropological research on Ashura in Lebanon, the shift in Karbala
 commemoration and narration did not see the full light of day until a decade
 later. This is due to a multitude of long-term factors, which can be summed up
 as follows: the Islamic revolution in Iran (1978), the Lebanese civil war (1975-90),
 the Israeli invasion and occupation (1978-2000), and the emergence of Hizbul
 lah as a strong resistance and political force in the country.43 All these resulted
 in the development of an oppositional discourse, amongst the Shi'is of the
 country, to what they perceived as a 'traditional' approach to the Karbala narra
 tive and commemoration. This oppositional discourse, Deeb correcdy argues,

 was between a 'traditional' approach to the Karbala story and an 'authenticated'
 or 'true' one. For those seeking to authenticate the Karbala narrative, the process
 implied that the Ashura event was now being modernized; hence, claims that
 the Shi'i community and the Ashura event itself were not as modern as the rest
 of the country were being challenged.44

 In other words, just as Iran was witnessing a reformist approach to the
 Karbala event and was situating the meaning of Karbala within contemporary
 social and political life, particularly with regard to the role of women, so was
 Lebanon. For example, Shi'i theologians in the country, like their Iranian coun
 terparts, were beginning to criticize certain aspects of the Ashura commemora
 tion observed by some Muslims, such as the act of flagellation and drawing of
 blood, a practice they described as unacceptable. Instead, as one means of mobi
 lizing this community, people were encouraged to use this blood for 'the good
 of the community'.

 42 Musa al-Sadr was a young, charismatic Lebanese theologian who devoted his efforts to acquiring politi
 cal and social rights for the Shi'i community in the country. He disappeared in 1978 while on a visit to Libya.
 To date, investigations into his disappearance continue.

 43 Hizbullah emerged in 1982 as a military resistance group fighting the Israeli occupation. It has since devel
 oped into an organized party, playing a strong role in the Lebanese political scene and offering extensive social
 services to the Shi'i community and, lately, other communities in need.
 44 Lara Z. Deeb, 'From Mourning to Activism: Sayyedeh Zaynab, Lebanese Shi'i Women, and the Trans

 formation of Ashura', in Women of Karbala, pp. 241-66 (p. 242). Further references will be given in the text.
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 More importantly, women were called on to become fully engaged in shaping
 the political and social life of their community and the country at large and to

 make their voices heard in the same manner as the Karbala women had done.

 After all, the shift in Karbala discourse was occurring amidst a setting of war
 and occupation as well as transformations in the power politics of a country
 fraught with sectarian tension. Moreover, while the Israeli occupation affected
 the whole country, it was Shi'is who experienced it most, owing to the fact that
 the Israeli invasion and occupation occurred in parts of the country that were
 largely inhabited by Shi'is, namely, South Lebanon and the Bekaa valley.45 For
 this reason, posits Deeb, Hizbullah's popularity amongst Shi'is for defending and
 protecting their land 'provided a structure within which the transformed version
 of Ashura could thrive' (p. 243-4).

 This structural transformational, Deeb adds, could be observed on a number
 of levels. First, there were the Ashura lamentation parades organized by Hizbul
 lah in which a group of people walked behind a 'microphone bearing leader'

 who began the chants and elegies for the martyrs of Karbala while those partic
 ipating followed suit. Whereas in the traditional parades women were not
 allowed to join in these public displays of sorrow and Karbala solidarity, this was
 no longer the case. Rather, under Hizbullah's auspices and management,
 women and girls were encouraged to take part: as with the men's group, a leader,
 now female, would soon begin to guide the rest of the women in their Karbala
 elegiac songs. Throughout, no shedding of blood or chaos is permitted (p. 245).

 Similarly, in women's private commemorations (and men's), which usually
 take place in someone's home, a remarkable change has taken place in the way
 the Karbala story is narrated, particularly where the female characters are
 involved. For while in traditional approaches the oral narrator infuses as many
 details of suffering as possible to make those present cry, today this aspect is
 restrained, while a sermon on the meaning and implication of the Karbala
 tragedy is included and its contemporary revolutionary influence highlighted.
 The sermons mainly link the martyrdom of al-Husayn and the role of women
 in it to the life of Shi'i women in the country today. In doing so, according to'

 Deeb, 'they redirecft] the message of Ashura outward, shifting meaning from
 one of personal mourning, regret and salvation to a revolutionary [and social]
 lesson' (p. 248). Thus, just as the women of Karbala bore the loss of their kith
 and kin, many Lebanese Shi'i women who had lost loved ones as a result of the
 occupation were/are still encouraged to find strength in and to emulate the
 female figures of Karbala. For these women, remembering, for example, the way

 45 The Shi'is have been one of the major contributors to the resistance against Israeli occupation. Further
 more, while the war ended in most of Lebanon in 1990, it continued for the Shi'is until May 2000, when
 Hizbullah succeeded in forcing Israel to withdraw from the south of the country, thereby achieving a landmark
 victory with regard to its reputation as a resistance movement.
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 in which Zaynab suffered at Karbala meant that they too could draw on her
 example of tenacity and patience. As one Lebanese Shi'i woman, quoted by
 Deeb, puts it: 'We didn't lose everyone like [Lady Zaynab]. We have to say, if
 she could go on, why can't we?' (p. 256).

 The central influence that the figure of Zaynab began to have amongst the
 Shi'i of Lebanon, however, is most clearly reflected in the way that narrators
 and reciters of the tragedy have sought historical accuracy and an 'authenti
 cated' narrative regarding her behaviour and actions in Karbala rather than
 focusing on mere exaggeration with the intention of inciting tears. Although
 traditional oral and written narratives depicted Zaynab as imprisoned in grief,

 moaning, and crying, contemporary ones undercut this by stressing that Zaynab
 was very much in control and that it was through her outspokenness and courage
 that the message of Karbala was spread. Again, one Lebanese Shi'i woman
 sums it up:

 What would have happened if Imam Husayn went to Karbala and [Lady Zaynab] was
 not there? [. . .] She was the one who carried the truth of Karbala with her. [. . .] It was
 she who made possible Ashura. This is the role of women, (p. 257)

 If the opinion of these women reflects anything, it is mainly the shift in attitude

 towards Karbala-gendered themes and how this change was/is responsible for
 empowering the Shi'i women of the country against occupation, suffering, and
 political marginalization.

 The desire amongst many Lebanese Shi'i women to emulate Zaynab maps
 itself out in a number of ways, including voluntary community service and social

 work in Islamic organizations run by Hizbullah and Shi'i reformist theologians
 such as Fadlallah in the suburbs of Beirut. Just as Zaynab is depicted as the care
 taker of the orphans, children, and wounded at Karbala, many Shi'i women,
 especially those who support and are aligned with Hizbullah, have become
 engaged in voluntary work with the needy and wounded.

 Likewise, a trend has recendy emerged for young women to enrol in special
 ized schools to master the proper skills required to become reciters and narra
 tors of the Karbala tragedy during Ashura and on other occasions. Some of
 these women, in fact, have successful careers in other areas of life, yet they
 choose to take up this profession during Ashura free of charge, as a form of what
 they consider a Jihad of words', similar to the one that Zaynab had undertaken.
 By narrating the story of Karbala and giving sermons afterwards on the signifi
 cance of this historical event vis-a-vis contemporary life, they feel that they are
 also practising jihad in spreading the message and meaning of Karbala. Conse
 quendy it is no longer strange to find that, during private commemorations
 particularly, the sermon will shift from the significance of Karbala and al
 Husayn's martyrdom to the local political setting in the country. What is more,
 during election times in the country the reciter might emphasize in particular
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 the importance of women making their voices heard by voting, and the neces
 sity of ridding themselves of the quietist attitudes that Shi'is have long adopted.

 This is all very different from the form of jihad on which the West has focused.
 It is interesting to note that, according to Deeb's anthropological findings, the

 process of participation of Lebanese Shi'i women in public and political life is
 largely 'self-conscious'. Deeb explains that women 'express a keen awareness
 that the "West" is looking at them as women in particular, scrutinising how they
 are "treated" and what their societal roles are'. She cites as an example the words
 of a member of a Hizbullah women's committee who says, amusedly: 'All these

 Westerners come to interview us because they are looking to see if Islam is
 modern, and 'how the women are treated', or 'what the women do'. And
 another member of a local social organization posits:

 We Muslims in general are accused of being reactionary, going backward, we are
 accused of concealing women, that women must be only housewives, that the jihad of
 women is nothing? But if we go and research in the history of Islam, what do we find?
 [. . .] It was [Lady] Zaynab who was considered the spreader of Karbala's message. A

 woman! So why are we accused like this? (p. 259)

 In conclusion, it is clear that the heightened awareness of gendered
 discourses pertaining to the Karbala narrative has been the product of the many
 socio-political developments that have taken place in countries such as Iran and
 Lebanon. While this paper has taken these two countries as a case study and
 focused on Twelver Shi'is, this in no way means that the dynamics of such a
 discourse are not being shaped and constructed in other countries where
 Twelver Shi'is and other branches of Shi'ism are found, such as in parts of South
 Asia and different areas of the Levant as well as amongst Shi'i immigrants in
 Europe and the United States. Of course, both Iran's and Lebanon's perception
 of the Karbala event and its influence on modern times are marked by specific
 socio-political and cultural factors. However, the similar and sometimes
 connected circumstances affecting the way in which the Shi'is in these neigh
 bouring countries have approached and experienced that event make it possible
 to understand how gendered themes have come to permeate their respective
 Karbala narratives and commemorations.
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