
Maatam and Me: To what extent do cultural mourning rituals determine our Shi’a identity? 

Seminar by Sheikh Shabbar Mehdi on Friday 6th September 2019 

 

 

 

 



The place of culture in Islam 

Culture plays different roles in Islam. In terms of specific acts of ritual worship, there is no place for 
culture- for example, we pray salaat in a specific way as dictated by the Qur’an and hadith, and we 
cannot change it according to different cultural interpretations. However, the Prophet (sawa) dealt 
with existing cultural practices in varying ways depending on the practice itself. There are several 
examples of this: 

● The Arabs of Ta’if had a specific way of pronouncing “alif-laam”; they would pronounce this 
sequence of letters as “alif-meem”. For instance, instead of saying “al-kitab” they would say 
“am-kitab”. There is a hadith from Prophet Muhammad (sawa) in Arabic: “Laysa am-birr am-
siyam fim-safar” which does not make sense in classical Arabic. However, if one takes into 
account the dialect of the people of Ta’if, it reads as: “Laysal birr as-siyam fis-safar” i.e. “It is 
not good to fast while travelling”. So, the Prophet (sawa) changed his own pronunciation to 
reflect the cultural practices of the people to whom he was addressing the hadith. 

●  There was a greeting practiced by a particular group of Arabs; when greeting a man, they 
would pull his beard, or put their face in his chest, or put their knee in his chest. The Prophet 
(sawa), after saying salaam, would accommodate these greeting practices when he visited 
these people. 

● In ayah 3:97 of the Holy Qur’an, Allah (swt) says: 

ْت اس ِحجُّ ٱلَب ِ َع ٱلنَّ ِ  َو
In this ayah, Allah (swt) uses the word “hijj” rather than “hajj” to denote pilgrimage. 
However, the word is classically pronounced as “hajj”, so why would it be spelt this way in 
the Qur’an? Again, the group of people to which this ayah was revealed would pronounce 
the word as “hijj” in their dialect, and in order to show respect for their culture and include 
them in revelation (as opposed to only favouring the Quraysh), the ayah was revealed in 
their dialect. 

Hence, we see that not only did the Prophet accept cultural practices that did not oppose the 
principles of Islam, he even showed respect to certain practices and elevated certain groups in order 
to show diversity.  

Furthermore, there were certain practices that pre-existed the revelation of Islam in Arabia that 
were adopted as part of shari’ah in the time of the Prophet (sawa). These were either practices that 
were part of the Abrahamic religion prior to Islam, or they were cultural practices that Allah (swt) 
liked and included in Islam. These include: 

● The seven rounds of Tawaf, as well as performing it anti-clockwise.  
● The practice of Khums. There is a narration that Abdul Muttalib, the uncle of the Prophet, 

saw a dream in which birds were pecking at the site of the well of Zamzam. When he dug at 
that site, he found treasure left by people of a previous time who closed the well. As he did 
not know the identity of the owners, he suggested that one-fifth should go to charity and 
the rest be distributed amongst themselves. 

However, when culture went against the principles of Islam, it was rejected by the Prophet. 
Examples of this include: 

●  A type of nikah called “Nikah-ush-Shighar”. Two men would marry two women and the 
mahr of one marriage would be the marriage of the other, in essence cancelling out the 
mahr of both marriages and depriving the women of their right.  



● A particular trade practice where a rock would be thrown and whoever it lands on would 
have to buy the particular product.  

● The famous practice of burying daughters alive.  

What constitutes our identity? 

There are different identifiers that people use to define themselves. People can use their name, their 
place of birth, their religion, their sect, their language. The identifier used changed depending on the 
audience. So which identifier should we use? 

Arabs were very proud of their lineage and would use this as a primary identifier. However, in the 
example of Salman al-Farsi, we see that the Prophet discredits this method. The Quraysh would 
taunt him due to his lack of lineage (as he was an “ajam”- someone who did not speak Arabic), but 
the Prophet (sawa) acknowledged him as his own “Salman is from us, the Ahlul-bayt” hence 
elevating him above the other Arabs. Likewise, there are numerous examples of people in history 
who had noble lineage but due to their actions were immoral and cursed. 

The core of our identity is found in the Qur’an when Allah addresses us as “Oh you who believe”- our 
primary identity should be based on our faith. On the Day of Judgment, we will be identified by our 
leaders – i.e. the people whose ideology we follow. For example, in ziyarah we often recite salaam 
upto Imam Hussein (as), then say salaam on his children, and then jump to Imam Ali Ridha (as). Why 
is this? The scholars have said that this is in order to separate us from the Waqifiyyah- a sect that 
believed in the Imams up to Imam Musa Kadhim (as) and then diverged. So, in order to identify 
ourselves as Shi’a Ithna’asheri we recite Imam Ali Ridha’s name specifically and then Imam Mahdi 
(as). The rest of the identifiers such as culture, language, nationality, etc are secondary and should 
be used to strengthen this primary identity. 

So how do we view the cultural practices of Muharram?  

A brief history of cultural practices in Muharram 

The majlis, i.e. the recitation of the events of Karbala was first introduced by the women of Karbala 
who would wear black and remember the tragedy, and these would be the main majalis. Imam 
Sajjad (as) would actually prepare the food for these majalis, which one could claim is contrary to 
modern practice where the women prepare the food and the main majlis is in the gents. However, 
poetry in remembrance of Imam Hussein (as) is first recorded by men like Di’bal al Khuzaei, which 
would be recited in the presence of the A’immah (as).  

Other cultural practices such as beating the chest developed later (after the time of the A’immah), 
which originated in the way the people of Karbala mourned. These practices were then adopted by 
other cultures when people visited to perform ziyarah.  

As long as cultural practices fall within the guidelines of Islam, they can be incorporated in the 
commemoration of Imam Hussein. In terms of their impact on our identity, our identity is first and 
foremost our belief, not the cultural practice itself. They form part of our secondary identities with 
the goal of strengthening our primary identity i.e. our faith in Islam. 

Questions 

Isn’t it safer to follow exactly the practice and culture of the A’immah in the commemoration of 
Karbala rather than introducing our own cultural practices? 



● Mourning is different in different cultures and Allah has created us with different cultural 
practices. It is only human to have cultural rituals in mourning, as long as those rituals do not 
go against the guidelines of IIslam. 

 The practice of chest-beating to a tune isn’t a “natural” way to mourn. How can we justify it? 

● This was a practice of the Iraqis in Karbala and has been adopted by other cultures. The 
Ahlul Bayt showed us that grief and emotion should be expressed at particular times and 
places, so in majlis for example we cry at the end after the recitation of the maqtal, and this 
is not how we would mourn our relatives. There is a difference between mourning for Imam 
Hussein (as) and the natural grief of losing a relative. Hence the cultural rituals have evolved 
to facilitate the mourning of Imam Hussein (as). However, if someone doesn't feel a 
connection with a specific cultural practice, there should be no obligation on them to 
partake in iit. 

One of the introductory points was that there is no culture in Islamic rituals, doesn’t this contradict 
introducing culture in mourning Imam Hussein? 

● There are two different kinds of worship: tawqeefi and ghayr tawqeefi. Tawqeefi is a ritual 
that Allah has prescribed in a particular way e.g. salaat. Ghayr tawqeefi is an an act of 
worship that has no particular prescription, just a general command e.g. doing amr bil 
ma’ruf. Mourning for Imam Hussein (as) falls under the latter category and so we can do it 
how we wish. 

If lineage is not part of primary identity, why do the A’immah refer to themselves by their lineage to 
the Holy Prophet (sawa)? 

● The a’immah used their lineage to appeal to Arabs who still held this concept highly in their 
own culture. Although in reality their status is irrespective of their worldly lineage, this was a 
way for them to convince the people of their time and culture. 

Does beating the chest/zanjeer maatam contradict the principle that we should not harm ourselves? 

● There is a difference of opinion amongst the jurists regarding this matter. It can mean either 
severe or permanent damage, and so if the practice doesn’t cause lasting damage it would 
be allowed. Other jurists also consider the notion of the image of Islam, and if zanjeer as a 
practice damages the image of Islam then it is considered haraam. 

What should our position be with regards to exaggerations in the recitation of the tragedy of 
Karbala? 

● Falsehood and exaggerations are not allowed and should not be recited. However, there is a 
way of speaking in poetry which is called “Lisaanul haal”, where the poet describes what 
they think the personage would have been feeling, and this is allowed as it is commonly 
understood to be the language of poetry rather than a depiction of the actual events. 



 


