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The Ways of Zainab: Visitations and Valuations between Iran and Syria via Turkey 

 

Abstract 

 

The Ways of Zainab: Visitations and Valuations between Iran and Syria via Turkey 

follows the pathways of a ziyarat (visitation) route, also known as Hajj-e FuqaraÕ (pilgrimage 

of the poor) from bus stations in Tabriz, Iran through informal bazaars in Gaziantep, 

Turkey to shrines in Damascus, Syria. I propose that Sayyida ZainabÕs ziyarat can be 

productively understood as a region- and subject-making route. By accounting for the 

spatial and historical production of these territories and the subject formations of their 

inhabitants, this dissertation charts out two broad avenues of inquiry. First, it analyzes how 

pilgrims, merchants and other border-crossers of various socio-economic and political 

backgrounds have interacted with one another on a trans-regional scale and encountered 

doctrinal difference, economic opportunity and political possibility. Second, it traces the 

inter-articulations of pilgrimage and Islamic ritual with contraband commerce as 

differentially regulated forms of cross-border mobility. Through these two avenues of 

inquiry, and developing a historical anthropological approach, The Ways of Zainab turns 

transnational religious mobility from a predetermined stage for the unfolding of sectarian 

violence into an autonomous and generative dimension of social action on a regional scale. 

In doing so, this dissertation aims to reinvigorate the analytical and political debates 

around ritual and religious practice in anthropology of Islam through studies of mobility 

and borders as well as economy and markets.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 
  On 25 January 2012, a brigade associated with the Free Syrian Army stopped a 

pilgrim bus in Hama, Syria and kidnapped twenty-two male pilgrims. The kidnapped were 

released after a week. According to the brigadeÕs press statement, the abduction was meant 

to send a warning to the Iranian state not to collaborate with the Assad regime. The 

message was received well and quickly. The Iranian state banned on all road travel to 

Syria, effective as of 4 February 2012. Despite the road travel ban, however, Iranian 

pilgrims continued to visit the Sayyida Zainab shrine by flying to Damascus. On 4 August 

2012, another bus carrying forty-eight Iranian pilgrims to the Sayyida Zainab shrine from 

the Damascus airport was stopped and all passengers on board were abducted. Free Syria 

Army fighters who claimed responsibility for the abduction stated that they had captured 

five Iranian snipers operating in the high-rises of Hama, and alleged that military personnel 

connected to the Revolutionary Guards of Iran were entering the country as pilgrims en 

route to Sayyida Zainab. After five months of captivityÑand in exchange for 2,100 

prisoners jailed since the beginning of the Syrian uprisings, including twenty Turkish 

nationals held by the Syrian stateÑthe forty-eight Iranian pilgrims were released. The 

release was the result of a deal brokered by Qatari and Turkish diplomats. At least seven 

guard commanders, including Abadin Koram1, the commander of the Revolutionary 

GuardsÕ division in Urumiyeh at the time, were confirmed among those released, 

according to non-state media in Iran. Elsewhere too, pilgrim abductions continued.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 With the exception of well-known public figures and politicians, all names in this dissertation are 
pseudonyms for the purpose of protecting the confidentiality of my interlocutors.  
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Two months later the Islamic Front-aligned brigade Asifat aSh-Shamal, or The 

Northern Storm, kidnapped 11 ShiÕa Lebanese pilgrims en route to Iran at the Reyhanli 

border crossing with Turkey. In retaliation, a group named Zuwwar Imam al-RidhaÑ 

Pilgrims of Imam RezaÑ captured two Turkish Airlines personnel to force a diplomatic 

negotiation. As with the revolutionary guards, the deal that set the captives free was 

brokered by Qatari diplomats. In the deal, the Syrian State also released over sixty jailed 

women that the brigade demanded. Yet neither the buses nor the shrine itself were 

immune to the violence engulfing Syria at the time. In fact Sayyida Zainab shrine itself has 

been a target of numerous attack. These attacks in turn served as the pretext for Hizballah 

to move into Syrian territory to protect the shrine against further aggression. In the 

surfacing and deepening of sectarian strife in Syria, this move has ushered yet another 

episode in the Syrian Crisis that stopped more than the movements of pilgrims: the very 

routes of mobility between these countries themselves ceased to exist.  

 There is something almost banal in such a vignette in that those located in the 

United States, and in the Global North in general, have heard these stories in their local 

media outlets about the Middle East over and over again. The imbrication of militant 

brigades, pilgrims, and revolutionary guards with the states of Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, 

Qatar and Iran is often presented as a horror story of transnational chaos in the Middle 

East. Terrorism and security experts explain away such traffic in state and non-state actors 

using the catchall category of sectarianism2. Confident declarations about a seamless 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 On sectarianism as an analytical paradigm rather than object of inquiry, please see Elizabeth Shakman 
Hurd, 2015. ÒPolitics of Sectarianism: Rethinking Religion and Politics in the Middle EastÓ in the special 
Issue, ÒResearch and Methodology in a Post-Arab Spring Environment: Challenges for the Field,Ó in Middle 
East Law and Governance 7, no.1, 61-75. For a study of the formative role ShiÔi courts have played in the career 
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history of sectarianism, Òdating back millennia,Ó are offered as the internal logic of the 

region working itself out. And it is not just journalists and political experts who resort to 

such discourse. In scholarly debates as well, one increasingly comes across ÒsectarianismÓ as 

an explanatory paradigm for understanding the Levant and Iraq in particular, and the 

broader Middle East in general. Meanwhile the ISIS-claimed attacks on the shrines of 

Sayyida Zainab in Syria and Samarra and elsewhere in Iraq have come to be operationalized 

as the lynchpins of the new cartographic representations of the Mashriq after ISIS attacks 

across Iraqi and Syrian territory3.  

 
Figure 1: Map entitled Regional Alliances and Transnational Actors. Noria ResearchÑBeirut, Lebanon. Map design 
by Xavier Houdoy, 2014.4 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
of the Lebanese nation-state, please see Max Weiss, 2010. In the Shadow of Sectarianism: Law, Shi Ôism, and the 
Making of Modern Lebanon. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University. Ussama S. Makdisi, 2000. The Culture of 
Sectarianism: Community, History and Violence in Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Lebanon. Los Angeles, CA:  
University of California Press.  
3 Darryl Li, 2015. ÒA Jihadism Anti-PrimerÓ in Middle East Report 276, Fall Issue. Accessed August 13, 2016. 
http://www.merip.org/mer/mer276/jihadism-anti-primer. 
4 The legend to the NORIA (Network of Researchers in International Affairs) cartographic imaginary and the 
two accompanying maps included in the same infographic package entitled Sectarian Strategies, National 
Settings & the War Economy in Syria and IraqÑas seen in July 2014Ñare included in an appendix on page 227.   
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  This paradigm of sectarianism, which in part lays the groundwork for such 

discontinuous maps of the Mashriq to circulate, operates on three assumptions: First, that 

people in the Islamic world and the Middle East conceive of religious difference and 

identity through ahistorical and static categories of sect and recursive intra-faith violence. 

In this schema Islam is much more than religion. It is an overriding cosmology that 

structures every part of life for Muslims. Second, in this cosmology, ritual is assumed to be 

reiterative rather than generative of doctrinal difference and essence. Ritual in this schema 

is indeed reducible to a practice that reproduces an originary, scripturally mandated 

structure of difference. Third, transnational mobility, which is sensationalized through the 

movements of armed and militant groups, revolutionary guards, and pilgrims, renders 

traveling while Muslim itself suspect. It then follows in this schema that if there is any 

movement in the name of religion at all across borders, it has violence at its source, in its 

means or projected ends. In other words, precisely because Muslims are assumed to be 

docile subjects of sectarian faith, their mobility becomes synonymous with the cross-border 

export of ideology and violence when the ShiÕi are on the move in SyriaÑÒa Sunni majority 

country.Ó  

 This dissertation dispenses with these assumptions by conceptualizing 

sectarianization as a historical process and visitation as a ritualistic practice through which 

that historical process in part unfolded and continues to unfold.  Instead it offers an 

alternative way to approach ritual and doctrinal difference through a study of Iranian 

ziyarat, or visitation, to Syria via Turkey. Shifting our analytical focus towards the 

formation of the pilgrimage route itself, I argue that the making of doctrinal spaces, 
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subjects and meanings has to be understood in relation to the making of shrines, bazaars 

and borders. This doesnÕt mean pilgrims are mere by-products of regional political 

economy. Rather, I hope to show that the practices and meanings of pilgrimage are shaped 

but not determined by wider processes of spatial production, while pilgrimage in turn helps 

producing shrines, markets, and borders themselves. Furthermore, I argue that how these 

wider processes of spatial production unfold at variegated scales could be best examined 

with the broader region in mind, as the movements of the actors populate and animate the 

routes of Hajj-e Fuqara. When we attend to the micro-practices of pilgrims on those routes, 

we can also reveal the impossibility of neatly separating the religious from other forms of 

value and meaning. 

The Ways of Zainab follows the pathways of a ziyarat (minor pilgrimage) route, often 

referred to as Hajj-e FuqaraÕ (pilgrimage of the poor/humble) in Persian, from bus stations 

in Iran through informal bazaars in Gaziantep, Turkey to shrines in Damascus, Syria. In 

the following pages I focus on the routeÕs recent history, tracking the transformation of a 

neglected shrine in the late nineteenth century into the revered destination of ziyarat by 

the early 1980s against the backdrop of the emblematic role Sayyida Zainab played in the 

cultural industries and artistic production following the 1979 Revolution in Iran. By 

situating the routeÕs entanglements not only in relation to theological and doctrinal 

debates, but also to those over the shifting political calculus that animate networks of 

contraband commerce across border formations, The Ways of Zainab argues for an historical 

anthropology of ziyarat and of Islamic religious practice more broadly.  
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In what follows, I propose that Sayyida ZainabÕs ziyarat can be productively 

understood as a region- and subject-making route. By accounting for the spatial and 

historical production of these territories and the subject formations of their inhabitants, 

this dissertation charts out two broad avenues of inquiry. First, it analyzes how pilgrims, 

merchants and other border-crossers of various socio-economic and political backgrounds 

have interacted with one another on a trans-regional scale and encountered doctrinal 

difference, economic opportunity and political possibility. Second, it traces the inter-

articulations of pilgrimage and Islamic ritual with other forms of transnational mobility, 

namely contraband commerce as scrutinized forms of cross-border travel. Through these 

two avenues of inquiry, The Ways of Zainab turns transnational mobility from a 

predetermined stage for the unfolding of sectarian violence into an autonomous and 

generative dimension of social action on a regional scale. In doing so, this dissertation aims 

to reinvigorate the analytical and political debates about Islamic through the studies of the 

economy and markets as well as mobility and borders.  

Let me be clear. I do not aim to dispense with analysis of violence committed in the 

name of sectarian difference itself and insulate the pilgrimage route from its politically 

charged context. On the contrary, my argument is that in order to understand the 

unfolding of that violence and what sectarianism has come to mean and how it came to 

manifest itself sporadically through violence, we need to develop a historical anthropology 

of region formation. As it will become clear in chapters that follow, it is precisely through 

the claims they made on the transnational route of mobility with a variety of means at 

hand and a variety of ends in mind that pilgrims produced ziyarat as a field of force. In this 
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field force, in the hands of diverse subjects, different notions of religious authority, 

economic opportunity and political possibility battled for discursive and material 

hegemony. It is, therefore, on these historically sedimented and creatively improvised 

grounds of ritualistic action that sectarianization as a historical process unfolds. 

 Well before its implication in the trans-regional war currently fought in Syria, 

Sayyida ZainabÕs shrine gained importance as a site of veneration among Iranians shortly 

after the Revolution. Sayyida Zainab or Hazrat Zainab Kubra is the elder daughter of Imam 

Ali, and the sister of Imam Hussain, who would be decapitated by the forces of Yazid I, the 

second Umayyad Caliph in the war of Karbala in current day Iraq on October 10, 680 AD.  

The numbers of Iranian pilgrims rose steadily from the ten thousands in the mid-1980s to 

more than two hundred and fifty thousand per year by the year 2010. This traffic in 

pilgrims could add up to forty buses a day, particularly around Nowruz. The Tabrizi 

pilgrims, with whom I travelled in 2010, covered around 800 miles through Iran, Turkey 

and Syria to reach the shrineÑ approximately the distance between Chicago and New York.  

 
Figure 2: The Hajj-e Fuqara route. Generated by author using Google maps.  
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During the journey to Damascus or on their way back, pilgrimsÕ visitations within 

Turkey also included three stops: Veysel GharaniÕs tomb near Baykan, Siirt (that contains a 

piece of prophet MohammadÕs cardigan), Balõklõ Gšl (an ancient madrasa associated with 

the story of Abraham and Nemrod) in Urfa, and the Iranian Bazaar in Antep. 

 

 
Figure 3: Veysel Karani/GharaniÕs shrineÑBaykan district of Siirt, Turkey. Photo by author, 2010. 
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Figure 4: Balõklõ GšlÑ" anlõurfa, Turkey. Photo by author, 2009. 
 

 
Figure 5: The AtatŸrk Arcade in the Iranian Bazaar Ñ Gaziantep, Turkey. Photo by author, 2013. 
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 In this dissertation I argue that Hajj-e Fuqara exemplifies the historicity and 

dynamism of contemporary Islamic practice. By engaging with theological and diplomatic 

contestation over their access to Sayyida ZainabÕs shrine in Syria, and in the process 

remaking routes of mobility, markets and commerce, as well as the meaning of ShiÕi rituals 

of veneration, Iranian pilgrims have in effect remade the regions in which they are 

embedded. In other words, I argue that Iranian pilgrimsÕ regulated improvisations on the 

ways of Zainab helped form the region anew, while transforming the shrines, bazaars and 

borders it has connected. 

 
Ritual as Regulated Improvisation in Anthropology of Islam  
 
 

 How does this account of the ziyarat to the Sayyida Zainab shrine give us new 

purchase on the anthropological study of contemporary Islam? Over the past two decades, 

Islamic revivalism has become an important object of interdisciplinary analysis. In 

anthropology and Middle Eastern Studies alike, studies of Islamic revival called into 

question earlier modernist accounts, which projected the secularization of non-Western 

societies, and constructed an Islamic exception to that secular teleology. Against the older 

modernist binary between secular politics and traditional Islam, this new scholarship, most 

notably associated with Talal Asad5, sought to make sense of the practices of revivalist 

Muslims from within the network of concepts on which these Muslims themselves have 

drawn. This direction of inquiry focused on power, disciplinary practice, and ethical 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Talal Asad, 1993. Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam. Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press; Talal Asad, 2003. Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam and 
Modernity. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. Also see the collection edited by David Scott and Charles 
Hirschkind, 2006. Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad and His Interlocutors. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press.  
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cultivation reiterated through authorizing discourses. In so doing, however, it has also 

shifted attention away from rituals such as pilgrimage, deemed now as the archaic object of 

analysis exhausted by symbolic anthropology.  

In recent contributions to anthropology of religion, scholars turned away from 

ritual and symbolic action such as pilgrimage, to practices of piety concerned with Islamic 

scriptural traditions, individual ethics and morality.6  Moreover, by shunning the political 

conditions of religious practices after 9/11, the anthropology of the Òauthorizing 

discourseÓ and of piety became hostage to the liberal anti-Muslim trends against which it 

wrote to begin with. 

By contrast to a focus on ritual, the chosen objects of analysis in these new 

anthropologies of Islam are the more individualized as well as more scholastic forms of 

Islamic piety such as daily prayers (namaz) or QurÕanic exegesis meetings (tafsir). In 

analyzing these more individuated projects, this scholarship presents us with Islamic 

religious practice as a process of ethical cultivation forged in relation to an overarching 

tradition. By making the tradition itself the principal contextual reference, such work 

disembeds these practices from the political and socioeconomic contexts out of which they 

arise. It also fails to account for how such practices bring together contested and often very 

modern discursive traditions within Islam to bear on the material conditions of the 

present. Most importantly, by assuming that such practices are contained within an Islamic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Nadia Fadil and Mayanthi Fernando, 2015. ÒRediscovering the ÔeverydayÕ MuslimÓ in Hau: Journal of 
Ethnographic Theory 5 (2): 59Ð88. For moral ÔambivalencesÕ of pious living, see Samuli Schielke, 2009. ÒBeing 
Good in Ramadan: ambivalence, fragmentation and the moral self in the lives of young EgyptiansÓ in Journal 
of Royal Anthropological Institute, 24-40.  
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religious tradition, it forecloses an examination of how religious and other spheres of life 

are inextricably interwoven in the making of religious subjects and meanings.  

Within anthropology AsadÕs analytical foregrounding of the ethical at the secular 

limits of the political has been taken to ethnographic task from Egypt to France. While it 

was famously set into conversation with liberalism and its assumed feminist subjects in 

Egypt7 by Saba Mahmood, Mayanthi Fernando took up the contradictions of French 

secularism in terms of ethical cultivation: more specifically the ethical cultivation of secular 

Republican secularism8, la•citŽ, or what she names as Òpractices of secularityÓ in France. 

Fernando, in her Republic Unsettled argued that, like various forms of piety, Òsecularity too 

includes a range of ethical, social, physical, and sexual dispositions, hence the need to 

apprehend the secular via its sensorial, aesthetic, and embodied dispositions and not only 

its political ones9.Ó For another anthropologist of Egypt, Samuli Schielke, the contention 

was about where moral norms or ethical disciplines were transgressed and not simply 

emulated, whereby Òstruggle, ambivalence, incoherence, and failure must also receive 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 As Samah Selim points out in her review of Saba MahmoodÕs Politics of Piety, daÕwa is not the ÒnaturalÓ 
expression of an ontological form of Egyptian womenÕs agency grounded in Islamic sentiments and 
sensibilities that are finally untranslatable in terms of progressive ÒwesternÓ ideals of feminism, but an active 
political movement that silences the past of a long history of womenÕs struggles. It is indeed MahmoodÕs 
analytical indifference to the entire range of the piety movementÕs institutional and pedagogic activities Ó)Ñ
that allows her to define the womenÕs piety movement as a fundamentally, if not purely ethical project of 
personal cultivation and to ignore its function as a politically prescriptive project in its own right. Mahmood, 
S. 2005. Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. Princeton. Princeton University Press. For 
Samah SelimÕs review on Jadaliyya, accessible at http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/235/politics-of-
piety_the-islamic-revival-and-the-femi. On engagements with Saba MahmoodÕs framework of ethnical 
cultivation, also see S. Bangstad, 2011. ÒSaba Mahmood and anthropological feminism after virtue,Ó in 
Theory, Culture & Society 28 (3): 28Ð54; Amira Mittermaier, 2012. ÒDreams from elsewhere: Muslim 
subjectivities beyond the trope of self-cultivation,Ó in Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 18 (2): 247Ð
65. 
8 On la•citŽ and the unfolding of Òthe crises of French universalismÓ through disciplining Muslim subjects in 
France, please see Joan Wallach Scott, 2007. The Politics of the Veil. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University. On 
sexual equality and French Republicanism, please see Joan Wallach Scott, 2005. ParitŽ: Sexual Equality and The 
Crisis of French Universalism. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.!!
9 Mayanthi Fernando, 2014. Republic Unsettled: Muslim French and the Contradictions of Secularism. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 15. 
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attention in the study of everyday religiosity.Ó10 For Schielke this call should compel 

scholars of religion in general and those of Islam in particular to observe that ordinary 

ethics, whichÑso the argument followsÑlacks the holistic vision encaptured in the myth of 

Islamic revivalism, is the essence of Òeveryday IslamÓ and Òordinary piety.Ó 

Both of these approaches to Islamic religious practice begin with AsadÕs key 

designation of religious practice as ethical cultivation, increasingly disembedded from the 

political and socioeconomic contexts out of which they arise. The ethical turn and its 

articulations in studies of ritual fail to account for how rituals work in terms of bringing 

together contested and often rival discursive traditions within Islam to bear on the material 

conditions of the present, and how it is these material conditions and communicative 

context that in turn leave their transformative traces due to actorsÕ social practices and the 

spaces they inhabit, build, in fact venerate.  

As a whole, my work contends that studying mobilities of ritual and rituals of 

mobility can help us break away from both the teleologies of earlier modernist accounts 

and the discursive scaffolding of the Asadian anthropology of Islam. It is precisely because 

it is impossible to ignore the contested theological, political and socio-economic grounds of 

ziyarat that examining the paths of Zainab provides fertile grounds to rethink the dominant 

paradigms within the anthropology of Islam, and offer some correctives to its attendant 

conception of subject formation.  

The inward-looking pious subject assumed in the Asadian anthropology of Islam 

misses not only the socially complex geography the route has produced, but also how 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Filippo Osella and Benjamin Soares, 2010. ÒIslam, politics, anthropologyÓ in Islam, politics, anthropology, (ed. 
by Soares and Osella). Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 11. 
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pilgrims are constituted as subjects of arrested mobilities across temporally nested 

geographies of visitation. By contrast, travelers on the paths of Zainab, chart out a far less 

static, more dialogical relationship between political, religious and economic realms of 

social life where the veneration of saints and ziyarat have been generative of not only 

Islamic religious practice, but also of borders and their states, as well as economies and 

their markets. 

The critical scholarship associated with an ethical turn in anthropology of religion 

has productively deconstructed instrumentalist arguments that explained away practices of 

piety as corollaries of minoritarian identity politics in the era of global war on terror, or 

coping mechanisms with political and socioeconomic precarity in the Middle East. Yet, as 

Deeb reminds us, these earlier arguments are rooted in part in an unwillingness to view 

practices of piety as a form of agency in and of themselves.11 As Deeb warns, in responding 

to such instrumentalist arguments, slipping into another sort of reductive analytical 

framework remains a possibility: a slippage, whereby piety gets disembedded from its social 

complexities and transformed instead into a singular aspect of life unto itself. In this 

critical and often replicated slippage, any practice of piety, primarily concerned with ethical 

self-cultivation in line with the teachings of Islam, is also assumed to be fully detached from 

other daily practices of social life, from politics, and most fundamentally from complex 

social environments and relationships.  

 Throughout this dissertation, and particularly in chapter two, I argue that we can 

bridge symbolic and discursive studies of religion by considering both the pragmatic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Lara Deeb, 2009. ÔPiety Politics and the role of transnational feminist analysisÕ in Journal of Royal 
Anthropological Institute vol.15, 112-126. 



15 
 

conditions of action designated as religious, and the metapragmatic constitution of the 

Islam as an Òauthorizing discourseÓ12 to achieve wildly diverse ends. Rather than trying to 

isolate religious practices from their political or economic conditions and reducing them to 

disciplinary modalities of morality experienced in ritualistic practice, a renewed 

anthropological focus on pilgrimsÕ actions en route and at sites along the route of 

veneration can help us reintroduce the ways in which both religious practices and their 

attendant moral valuations emerge out of a contested social landscape in which religious 

value is but one of the aspects of social action and its corresponding regulation.13  

 
Arrested Mobilities and a Traffic in Value  
 
 

Let me briefly clarify how I conceptualize ÒvalueÓ as an emergent and hence 

contingent effect conjured up through concrete practices of specific actors on the ground: 

By Òvaluation,Ó I do not mean the referential act of designating value onto specific things: 

That would be in fact a mere reproduction of the theoretical conceptualization of ÒvalueÓ 

in The Social Life of Things.14 In any given moment, I concede that each of the realms, or 

Òregimes,Ó of value looks like a well-bounded segment of the wider reality of transactions, 

with its seemingly established rules of movement and rates of exchange. In that sense, a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Steve Caton, 2006. ÔWhat is an ÒAuthorizing DiscourseÓ?Õ in (eds Scott, D & Hirschkind, C.). Powers of the 
Secular Modern. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 54. 
13 On symbols in ritualistic action and ritual as process, see Victor Turner, 1969. The Ritual Process: Structure 
and Anti-structure. New York: Cornell University Press. On liminality and communitas in ritual, see Victor 
Turner and Edith Turner, 1978. Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture. New York: Columbia University 
Press.  On pilgrimage and ritual also see the volume edited by Dale F Eickelman and James Piscatori, 1990. 
Muslim Travelers: Pilgrimage, Migration and the Religious Imagination. Los Angeles: University of California Press. 
On discursive regimes built around rituals of pilgrimage, please see Smita Lahiri, 2007. ÒRhetorical Indios: 
Propagandists and Their Publics in the Spanish PhilippinesÓ in Comparative Studies in Society and History 49 
(2), 243-275. 
14 Arjun Appadurai, 1986. ÒIntroduction: commodities and the politics of valueÓ in (ed. A. Appadurai) The 
Social  Life of Things. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.   
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voyager on a kula expedition would be comfortable explaining what ÒrealmÓ each of the 

items in the canoe belongs to, and through which ritual procedures it is to be exchanged.15 

Once we run any number of similar kula-esque expeditions, however, we may be able to see 

not only (1) how the parole of value differs drastically from its langue, but also, and more 

importantly for our purposes, (2) how the relationships between such realms of exchange 

and their very definition are creatively put at risk and pragmatically reworked over time.16 

As I demonstrate in chapter two, valuation in this sense aims to bring to the 

foreground the emergent and creative operation through which regimes of value are 

constituted and come to bear on each other. At any given moment of such a process, these 

realms of value may seem stable. A semantico-referential analysis a la Saussure may even 

call the relations within and among these stable forms arbitrary, and proceed to show how 

they constitute discrete symbolic value systems whose operations are context independent. 

Once we approach these practices of valuation through a pragmatic lens and study this 

multi-realm constellation in concrete settings, however, we should expect to find the ways 

in which a hermeneutics of exchangeÑor what I refer here as transvaluationÑis at play. In this 

chess game of mobility, to use the familiar Saussurean analogy,17 actors on the paths of 

Zainab creatively uphold, suspend, or even change rules and rates of exchange on the 

ground. And yet, in light of truly tectonic transformations that engulfed the region the very 

rules of commensuration and exchangeability, let alone their tokens, are up for 

renegotiation.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15Bronislaw Malinowski, [1961]. Argonauts Of The Western Pacific. London: E. P. Dutton & Co. Press.   
16 Nancy Munn, 1986. The Fane of Gawa: A Symbolic Study of Value Transformation in a Massim Society. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
17Ferdinand Saussure, [2006]. Writings in General Linguistics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.   
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In chapter two I develop the notion of traffic to examine the entanglements of 

shrines, borders and bazaars on the paths of Zainab. The traffic in valueÑat the most 

fundamental level perhaps best exemplified in some actorsÕ use of the pilgrimage route as a 

commercial one as wellÑ might provide us with one productive method of getting at that 

negotiation process. As I discuss in greater detail in chapter four, this traffic in value 

includes the valuations of pilgrims; contraband merchants and border officials engage and 

negotiate the ongoing transformations in the very rules of cross-border mobility in the 

region. I argue that a study of these regulated improvisations might in turn provide us with 

a site to examine such valuations through the combined analysis of the triadic relationship 

among Òthe signs, objects and interpretantsÓ of exchangeability as well as mobility.18 To put 

it differently, if practices of exchange cite and reconfigure realms and regimes of value only 

in the hands of specific actors confronted with particular contexts, then practices of 

mobility similarly cite, traverse, and reconfigure their geographies. In both cases, people 

interact with one another through prefigured rules of movement and action. In both cases, 

people shape the rules while following them. In both cases, they do so grounding their 

actions by Òciting some anterior discourse but constituting something other than this 

discourse.Ó19  

 By examining the route of the Hajj-e Fuqara in its full trajectory and by 

foregrounding my analysis on the pragmatic practices of valuations along the way, my 

project aims to approach how religious practice, economic activity, and political action are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Charles Peirce, 1992 [1878]. ÒHow to Make Our Ideas ClearÓ in The Essential Peirce, (Eds. N Houser and C. 
Kloesel). Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 124-141.  
19 Steve Caton, 2006. ÔWhat is an ÒAuthorizing DiscourseÓ?Õ in Scott, D & Hirschkind, C. (eds). Powers of the 
Secular Modern. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 56.   
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informed by and inform one another precisely through a hermeneutics of exchange: how 

pilgrims, merchants and border guards make sense of the parameters and contours of the 

discursive regimes of religion, economics and politics.  

 Throughout the chapters, and particularly in chapter four, I aim to develop a 

processual approach the pilgrimage route as it crisscrosses Iran, Turkey and Syria border 

landscapes. By mining the spatial production of these landscapes as archives to examine 

politically charged social meanings and material conditions of visitation and valuation, I 

take as one of my premises that regimes of value and practices of valuations could be 

located not only socio-culturally, but also spatially. By taking space itself as modality of 

power,20 I contest the analytical premises that posit space as reducible either to the 

contextual backdrop on which concrete social practices unfold or to the reflective and 

expressive mirror of these practices.21By examining space as related to processes of 

valuationÑat the shrine, the market and the borderÑI suggest we could account for how 

various social actors negotiate and construct uneven geographies as sites of dynamic 

relationships between modern states and the people and their things they attempt to 

contain. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Ajantha Subramanian, 2006. Shorelines: Space and Rights in South India. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press.  
21 On the intellectual history of the concept of space, please see David Harvey, 2006. ÒSpace as a key word,Ó 
in Spaces of Global Capitalism. New York: Verso; Edward Soja, 1989. Postmodern Geographies.  New York: 
Verso. For LefebvreÕs production of space paradigm scaled to state formation, please see Henri Lefebvre, 
[2009]. State, Space, World: Selected Essays, ed. by Brenner and Elden. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 110-113. On territory as state space, see Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden, 2009.  "Henri 
Lefebvre on State, Space and Territory" in International Political Sociology 3, 358. On territory as a 
methodological assumption rather than an object of investigation in state formation, see John Agnew, 1994. 
"The Territorial Trap: The Geographical Assumptions of International Relations Theory" in Review of 
International Political Economy 1(1): 53Ð80; Stuart Elden, 2013. The Birth of Territory. Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press.  
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As I explore in greater detail in chapter four, the entanglements of visitation that 

has pulled the region into a new grid point to a more complex relationship between word 

and deed, the religious and the secular, or, to invoke a very old anthropological dialectic: 

the sacred and the profane. In what follows I present the profanities of piety and visitation 

and sacrileges of secularity and valuation as I encountered them along the pathways of 

Zainab to break out of some of these analytically erected impasses by following how 

pilgrims, merchants and other border-crosses produce, circulate and consume value not 

only across the physical borders of Iran, Turkey and Iran but also across those assumed 

between the religious, the political and the economic.   

My approach, in part inspired by linguistic pragmatic approaches to cultural 

analysis22 with an emphasis on particular actorsÕ generative practices in social life, 

repurposes multi-sited ethnography.23 I emphasize the role of trans-local networks in 

conditioning seemingly bounded social formations of the shrine, the market and the bazaar 

on a pilgrimage route. In order to hone this methodology, I stretch and emulate the 

productive intimacy of intensive ethnographic research both on the mobile grounds of the 

busÑ the focus of chapter twoÑand in three major junctions along the busÕs transnational 

route: namely the shrine near Damascus (chapter one), the Iranian Bazaar (chapter three) 

and the Syria/Turkey border (chapter four). My research evaluates the claims made about 

the historical conditions and region-forming effects of expansive political projects on the 

one hand and transnational mobility on the other, by focusing on spatial practices through 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Michael Silverstein, 1976.  ÒShifters, Linguistic Categories, and Cultural Description" in (ed. Keith Basso et 
al) Meaning in Anthropology. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press; Steve Caton, 2006. ÔWhat is an 
ÒAuthorizing DiscourseÓ?Õ in Scott, D & Hirschkind, C. (eds). Powers of the Secular Modern. Stanford 
University Press. 
23 George Marcus, 1995. ÒEthnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited EthnographyÓ 
in Annual Review of Anthropology, vol. 24, 95-117. 
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a bus route that cut, crossed, and connected not only Iran, Turkey and Syria, but also their 

economic, religious, and political landscapes.  

 As the Hajj-e FuqaraÕ route has gained traction and attraction, it has weaved 

together political, economic, and religious processes of varying scales and temporal 

horizons, from the European Union border security technology and policy imperatives, 

through Turkish and Iranian regional strategies, to transnational contraband networks, 

financial schemes, and pilgrimage trails. Together, these social actors have shaped both the 

contours and inner workings of this region, and the meaning and function of politics, 

economics, and religion on the ground. My research thus connects to the multidisciplinary 

debate about region formation in global and world history by offering an examination of 

the paths of Zainab and the regional geographies the travelers of those paths helped shape.   

The Ways of Zainab thus aims to chart out a historically and ethnographically comparative 

field of inquiry, able to account for the novel formations of states and regions through an 

analysis of transnational mobility. In order to advance such an analysis, I start with the 

entanglements and confluence of ziyarat (visitation) and ka•ak (contraband) along the paths 

of Zainab. 

 
Entanglements of Arrested Mobility: Ziyarat and Ka•ak  
 
 

Ziyarat, pilgrimage to the tombs of holy persons (lit. a visit, visiting) has been a 

widespread practice across the Islamicate world, with elaborate pilgrimage scrolls, diaries as 

well guides for pilgrims dating back to the 9th century. Although a contested topic of 

theological debate ever since among different schools of Islamic jurisprudence, as I 
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chronicle in greater detail in chapter four, the emergence of ziyarat as the nexus of an 

imperial distinction to be drawn between the Ottomans and the Safavids dates back to the 

first treaty signed between them in 1555.  In return for Safavid recognition of Ottoman 

sovereignty over Baghdad, Basra and western Kurdistan, Ottomans guaranteed Safavid 

subjects safe transit over Ottoman lands to the Hijaz for Hajj and access to Ôatabat shrines 

located in Na#af, Karbal$, K$%emayn, and Samarra in current day Iraq. The routes of 

pilgrimage were thus intimately linked to regional state formation and the exercise of 

imperial sovereignty. Theological debates over the permissibility and religious virtues of 

ziyarat intensified with the Safavid formalization and theological endorsement of Ôatabat 

visitation as akin to the Hajj in religious value. 

It was, however, not only overt political contestation that transformed the routes of 

ziyarat. The concurrent flows of commerce and trade along this route, too, remained a 

persistent theme in inter-state negotiations in the Middle East. As I explore in chapter 

three, the legality of that confluence, namely ka•ak and ziyarat itself was often a contested 

and contingent political negotiation. The set of historically conditioned and contingent 

circumstances that led to the transformation of the Sayyida Zainab pilgrimage route, as I 

explore in greater detail in chapters one and two, is similarly results of political, economic 

as well religious negotiation.   

This is a quest across Iran-Turkey-Syria border landscapes. Yet rather than assume 

that landscape merely host social action and interaction, by tracing that quest I seek to 

bring to the forefront of my analysis how the material conditions and social relations that 

help shape those actions and interactions along the route. In this ethnography of emergence, 
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and I will come back to this type of ethnography below, three sets of research questions 

orient my inquiry: First, what are the forms and contents that religious mobility takes in 

contemporary Middle East? Second, what are conditions of possibility for social action that 

such religious mobility produces for the fugitives (ka•ak) and visitors (zuwwar) of these 

border landscapes? As I elaborate below, I explore these questions in greater detail in 

chapters one and two respectively. Third, considering the fact that crossing two 

international borders is a fundamental element of this pilgrimage route, what are the 

implications of such a route for conceptualization of sovereignty in general and citizenship 

in particular in a landscape that is characterized by imperial and post-imperial, regional and 

national division and consolidation schemes?  While examination of the journey and the 

traffic it animates constitutes the focus of chapter two, the relationship between history 

and geography across the Syria/Turkey border I reconceptualize in chapter four as a 

palimpsest of sovereignty.  

When I began my preliminary research into mobilities across Turco-Persian 

landscapes and contemplated what my doctoral project would be, I also started to track and 

examine any media accounts of Iran/Turkey relations. On January 8, 2009 while reading 

the daily news sourced from local media from TurkeyÕs Kurdistan, the southeast of the 

country, a brief clip of a news filed from Antep astounded me in its actors, goods and 

location. None of it seemed to make sense.  

The brief report said that on January 5, 2009, Turkish security forces in Gaziantep 

stopped and searched a bus carrying 44 Iranian pilgrims from Tabriz, Iran on their way to 

the Sayyida Zainab shrine in Damascus, Syria.  During the operation, the joint search team 



23 
 

of city police and anti-terrorism Special Forces recovered 57 kilograms of heroin stashed 

inside the air conditioning system. The twelve barrels of fuel oil that had traveled above 

passengers' suitcases, the report continued, were recovered empty: they had already been 

delivered to their destination in Dogubeyazit, Turkey on the border with Iran.  

The operation, which was prompted by intelligence gathered from the European 

Union border control agency Frontex, concluded later that day with the simultaneous 

arrest of five Kurdish menÑ four holding Iranian passports, one a Turkish oneÑ in 

multiple locales in southeastern Turkey.  They were charged as the suspected traffickersÑ

not only for heroine but also for the oil and the cigarettes. Because they have accepted the 

charges for the oil and cigarettes but denied the ones for the drugs, they pleaded guilty but 

asked for a reduced sentence in light of their confession. The news piece ended with a 

picture of the shocked Iranian pilgrims, who were reported to say that they had nothing to 

do with the heroine or the cigarettes, but the amulets that the special forces had 

confiscated from the pilgrims should be returned because they were for personal use and 

did not violate any laws of trade or commerce between Iran and Turkey. The next day, 

January 9, 2009 I was on the plane on my way to Gaziantep to discover more about the 

Iranian Bazaar of Antep.  

I was determined to find out how a pilgrimage bus had become the vehicle of a 

ka•ak operationÑ one of drugs at thatÑin a bazaar in Antep, named after Iranians some 

700 kilometers away from the closest piece of Iranian territory. It simply did not make 

much sense at the time. The decisive moment that some pieces of the puzzle started to 

become apparent in a conversation with one of the merchants of the Iranian Bazaar: Metin 
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Abi. A middle-aged man with large almond-shaped eyes and a closely trimmed mustache, 

he was quick to suggest that he knew the real story behind the case that brought me to 

Gaziantep. I had raised the question with him after having bought some contraband 

cigarettes and instant coffee for the two weeks I was planning on staying in Antep before 

following the route backwards into Iran as a continuation of my journey, These were 

matters better taken slowly, Metin first said. Into our second glass of ka•ak tea that he was 

proud of providing to Òeverybody who knows his tea in Antep,Ó Metin Abi did not lose 

much time to get to his narrative of what happened on those pilgrim buses. He put it like 

this:  

The numbers of pilgrims were up to thirty buses this season, you know. That means more 
and more buses needed to shuttle them back and forth between Iran and Syria. And the 
numbers of soldiers on the borders? Also increasing. You know, if there is any ka•ak in the 
Iranian Bazaar, it is of oil, tea and tobacco. This was indeed a much larger operation of a 
distinct order. Over the course of my twenty years here in the bazaar, I have heard maybe 
two cases like this, and both times they were the business of large cartels not even 
connected to the route or the bus companies that carried the pilgrims. The real pity is that 
we lost our orders of oil and cigarettes. Our load was in that batch too.  

 
I had found my doctoral project. Taking my discovery of the Iranian Bazaar of Antep 

through this rather baffling smuggling story, I proceeded over research trips during the 

next five years to interview people who have traveled on the paths of Zainab, acted as 

merchants in its bazaars, as well as guardians of its shrine. My inquiry took me to buses and 

bus stations, Imamzadehs and shrines, bazaars and border checkpoints as well as private 

homes, riversides and archival holdings in libraries. From Tabriz and Tehran to Van, Urfa 

and Antep, Al-Jarablus to Damascus and Beirut, I observed and interviewed pilgrims, 

sayyids, clerics, theology students, merchants, contrabanders, smugglers, border police 

officers, state officials as well as newly weds and aspiring bachelors and bachelorettes.  
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Meanwhile, particularly starting with the beginning of 2012, I followed the 

escalating violence around the shrine with growing worry, reading newspaper reports and 

examining social media accounts of brigades that claimed the authority over the protection 

of the shrine. The people I got to know, their connection and aspirations from Sayyida 

Zainab, and how they remembered their journeys of visitation and practices of valuation 

were as diverse as the myriad actors themselves. The pilgrimage of the poor, however, and 

more specifically its material circuits strung these actors togetherÑeven in its absence. Not 

unlike the possibilities of mobility otherwise denied its travelers for a variety of a reasons, 

the Hajj-e FuqaraÕs immobilities too marked the former members of those routes of 

mobilityÑwho now sat idleÑbe it in Antep, Tehran or Beirut.  I conducted my research by 

following where the arresting of mobility along the pathways of Zainab had taken its former 

pilgrims, merchants and shrine builders in order to reconstruct a composite account of 

what the route looked like once I got to experience it during preliminary research, but not 

fully recognize, let alone articulate its historical and political complexities.  

By riding the buses along with the pilgrims I hoped to get at the aspects of traveling 

while Muslim and becoming Muslim while traveling that have eluded most recent studies of 

ritualistic practice and social action in the anthropology of Islam, as outlined above. The 

bus provided the perfect spaceÑsemi-private semi-publicÑwith a wildly diverse range of 

travelers. Thanks to traveling on these buses twice before 2011 and on similar visitation 

tours in Iran after I had the good fortune of meeting such a diverse range of people who 

hailed from various parts, social classes, religious and political convictions of Iran. 

Sometimes they had wild dreams that that they had gone to great lengths to achieve. 
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Sometime others were vessels to just as big nightmaresÑone for which they were hoping to 

find a remedy. And then there were all the other travelers in-between. Some of them were 

traveling just for the sake of the journey itself. Others were on the road, because they could 

not get very far with an Iranian passport and without a visa otherwise.  

A communal space populated by either friends or complete strangers, the bus 

emerged as both site and methodological tool. It was one of those rare unique spaces, 

where people talked openly about a wide range of topics from doctrinal difference in Islam 

between different jurisprudential schools and where ziyarat is understood within each, and 

switch smoothly to the latest exchange rates between Iranian Rial and Turkish Lira. While 

others asked for the recipes of road food making their rounds in the bus, other wanted to 

discuss the latest catalogues of Turkish glassware companies and Syrian Lingerie. As I 

recount in chapter two, what I found along the aisles of pilgrimage buses between Iran and 

Syria was a great openness to discussion, conversation and reflection.  

My initial aim, namely crafting a road ethnography of the pilgrimage, found only 

the specters of the route by the time I left the United State in May 2011 for my long 

fieldwork stay in Syria, Turkey, and Iran24. Although still ongoing, by the time I got to 

Amman, Jordan for my Arabic training I took forays to Damascus. During these forays I 

heard the routeÕs numbers were dwindling in the face of growing instability in Syria. From 

Amman, I observed the sharp decrease in pilgrimsÕ numbers until February 2012Ñwhen 

the Iranian state banned all road travel to Syria in the face of another pilgrim abduction.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 On highways and speedways as objects of anthropological inquiry, please see Dimitris Dalakoglou, 2010. 
ÒAn ethnography of the Albanian-Greek cross-border motorway,Ó in American Ethnologist vol. 37, no.1, 132-
149. On road construction and automobility in the Middle East, see Kristin Monroe, 2016. The Insecure City: 
Space, Power and Mobility in Beirut.  New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
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What I was left with by the time I got to the filed was the specters of the route, and 

I studied the once popular route in its three former hubs. Because the Syrian family that 

acted as the guardians of the shrine fled to Beirut, I studied the formation of the shrine 

with Doctor Hani Mourtadha there. In Gaziantep and around the Iranian Bazaar I have 

waited for any new pardon on loan payments with merchants themselves, while taking 

forays to border villages to interview loaders in the lowest echelons of contraband business.  

My attempts also took me to several archives.  I have utilized the Ottoman and Republican 

Turkey archives in Istanbul and Ankara, the National Library and Majles archives in 

Tehran as well as the Nantes Diplomatic archives pertaining to Mandate Syria. During my 

stay in Tehran, I have had the fortune of not only conducting archival research. I have also 

reconnected many pilgrims I have met throughout my preliminary research and expanded 

my circle of interlocutors through their networks. In other words, the longest portions of 

my research I have spent following the specters of a road journey as it dissipated, leaving its 

mobile actors immobilized across a vast geography stretching from Beirut, Istanbul and 

Amman to Dubai, Tabriz and Tehran. It was then through an ethnography of the roadÕs 

dissipation that I discovered its historical present and the constitutive role the route played 

in the regionÕs formation. 

Patronage, Economy and Territory on the pathways of Zainab  
 
 

Anthropology has often worked with predetermined aggregates, subsequently 

substituting these aggregates as Òsocial factsÓ instead of conducting a rigorous examination 



28 
 

of the temporally and spatially specific processes and practices out of which they emerge.25 

Contrary to this tendency, this dissertation offers an anthropology of emergence, where 

distinct realms and scales emerge out of the concrete complexity of social action. The 

aforementioned assumption of prefiguration has led anthropologists to configure the 

ÒeconomyÓ as existing in a dis-embedded sphere external to the local moral or cultural 

realms of action under consideration, and to undergo local embeddings.26  

Alternatively, Jane Guyer suggests that instead of tracking ÒconversionsÓ across 

spheres of exchange, we should Òsee not barriers [between spheres] but institutions that 

facilitate exchanges across value registers.Ó27 Such a pragmatic approach to social action 

enables us to overcome the tension between culturally specific ÔmoralitiesÕ and globally 

abstract ÔeconomyÕ exactly because it takes both ÔrealmsÕ to be shaped and reshaped 

through peopleÕs practices of valuation in concrete social contexts28. Since economy is only 

one realm of valuation, which comes to be perceived as a distinct realm of valuation 

practice, in my research I deploy this pragmatic approach to shed light on the mutual 

emergence of economy with the other two realms of action anthropologists have tended to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Gabriel Tarde, [2014] 1899. Social Laws: An Outline of Sociology.  Hicks Press; Bruno Latour, 2005. 
Reassembling the Social: An introduction to Actor-Network Theory. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.  
26 On morality of exchange and cultural approaches to value regimes and networks of exchange, please see 
Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry, 1989. ÒIntroductionÓ in  (eds. Bloch and Parry) Money and the Morality of 
Exchange. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  On entanglements of late capitalist economy and rituals 
of occult, please see Jean Comaroff & John Comaroff, 1999. ÒOccult Economies and the Violence of 
Abstraction: Notes from the South African ColonyÓ in American Ethnologist, vol. 26.2, 279-303. On 
intersections of economy and Islam in particular, please see Bill Maurer, 2006. Mutual Life, Limited: Islamic 
Banking, Alternative Currencies, Lateral Reason. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press; Daromir Rudnyckyj, 
2009. ÒSpiritual Economies: Islam and Neoliberalism in Contemporary IndonesiaÓ in Cultural Anthropology 
24(1): 104-141; Salwa Ismail, 2013. ÒPiety, Profit and the Market in Cairo: a political economy of 
IslamizationÓ in Contemporary Islam 7(1): 107-128. 
27 Jane Guyer, 2004. Marginal Gains: Monetary Transactions in Atlantic Africa. Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 28.  
28 Janet Roitman, 2005. Fiscal Disobedience: An Anthropology of Economic Regulation in Central Africa. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.  
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treat as ÒessentiallyÓ distinct: the religious and political realms. In addition, following 

RoitmanÕs emphasis of the importance of circulation in the workings of valuations, I focus 

on how the tripartite configuration of Òvalue registersÓÑnamely those of religion, economy 

and politicsÑunfolds through the continuous crossings of political, religious, and economic 

borders themselves.  

Recent efforts in history have shown that the effects of global traffic in religious 

pilgrims, capital, and governmental policies can only be understood through their 

articulations with local histories in specific geographies29. In this dissertation I aim to build 

on this scholarship and bring an ethnographic attention to these historically contextualized 

flows by studying the interactions of people on a mobile bus route to show how practices 

are structured by local, national, and regional landscapes, and how these practices structure 

them in return. My road ethnography on the Hajj-e Fuqara route, on which pilgrims travel 

side by side with smugglersÕ goods, contributes to this multidisciplinary discussion by 

examining how social, material, and discursive boundaries are defined through traffic and 

interaction in and between the border, the market, the shrine, and the bus. By exploring 

both these regional networks of mobility and junctions of security while examining the 

micro-interactions they enable, I aim to continue a critically engagement with historical 

and geographical studies that expand the study of social practice beyond the confines of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
29 Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, 2010. Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press; Eric Tagliacozzo, 2007. Secret Trades, Porous Borders: Smuggling and 
States Along a Southeast Asian Frontier, 1865-1915. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press; William Glover, 
2007. Making Lahore Modern: Constructing and Imagining a Colonial City. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press.  
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national territories situating their emergence in the uneven geographies of late capitalism 

and state formation30.  

 These lines of inquiry enable us to examine border-crossings as actions subject to 

pragmatic reformulations, which can signify any such crossing as one of several possible 

geographical movements. Viewed as such, borders and their crossings become more than 

the sites for the contestation of political projects31 they turn into the sites in which 

political, economic, and religious projects are defined in relation to each other. Along the 

same lines, checkpoints can be seen as a realm of sovereign contention in which the 

conventions of statehood are altered and enunciated32. In such interactions, a variety of 

actors partake in regulated improvisations in a Òwaltz being danced by both interested 

parties, state and smuggler, as each learns from the other how to strengthen their own 

positions.Ó33 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30 Manu Goswami, 2002. ÒRethinking the Modular Nation Form: Toward a Sociohistorical Conception of 
NationalismÓ in Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 44, no. 4, 770-799. 
31 Although LefebvreÕs rigorous and processual analysis of the triadic relationship between state, space and 
capital has not been extended to studies of borders, and instead been deployed exclusively in studies of urban 
environments, his 1954 dissertation research conducted on peasant communities in the Pyrenees is 
instructive for the fruitful engagement. (Please see Henri Lefebvre, 1965. PyrŽnŽes. Lausanne: ƒditions 
Rencontre. Reprinted in 2000 as PyrŽnŽes, Pau: Cairn, without photographs and statistical tables, with a 
Preface by RenŽ Lourau and a Postscript by Pierre Lourau). For Lefebvre on borders, please see Henri 
Lefebvre, [2009]. State, Space, World: Selected Essays, ed. by Brenner and Elden. Minneapolis, MN: University 
of Minnesota Press, 110-113. On territory as state space, see Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden, 2009.  "Henri 
Lefebvre on State, Space and Territory" in International Political Sociology 3, 358. On territory as a 
methodological assumption rather than an object of investigation in state formation, see John Agnew, 1994. 
"The Territorial Trap: The Geographical Assumptions of International Relations Theory" in Review of 
International Political Economy 1(1): 53Ð80. 
32 Brenda Chalfin, 2010. Neoliberal Frontiers: An Ethnography of Sovereignty in West Africa. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press.  
33 Eric Tagliacozzo, 2007. Secret Trades, Porous Borders: Smuggling and States Along a Southeast Asian Frontier, 
1865-1915. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 373. 
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The intertwined and mutually transgressive relationship between politics and 

economics has been documented in the studies of world-systemic frameworks34 and in 

studies of neoliberal politics35. Yet the studies of bazaar36 give us conundrums of their own, 

quite separate from discussions of neoliberalization and atomization of entrepreneurship as 

a remedy to underdevelopment and tool for capitalization. Even if some saw in global 

neoliberal capitalism the demise of the state, states came back into the analytical purview as 

fundamental institutions for the ordering of social, political, and material life.37 Borders 

have also occupied an increasingly central role in analyses of the geographical limits of the 

body politic38 as well as of the relationships between statesÕ Òsearch for sovereigntyÓ39 and 

attempts by non-state actors to question or subvert such values.  
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34Eric Wolf, 1982. Europe and the People without History. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press; Sidney 
Mintz, 1985. Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History. New York: Penguin.  
35 Arjun Appadurai, 1996. Modernity at Large: Cultural dimensions of Globalization. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press; G Arrighi, 1999. ÒGlobalization, State, Sovereignty and the ÒendlessÓ accumulation of 
capitalÓ in (ed. Smith et al) States and Sovereignty in the Global Economy. London: Routledge, 53-73; James 
Ferguson and Akhil Gupta, 2002. ÒSpatializing states: Toward an ethnography of neoliberal governmentalityÓ 
in American Ethnologist, vol.29 (4), 981-1002. ; J Rosenau, 1995.ÓSovereignty in a turbulent WorldÓ in (ed. 
Lyons et al) Beyond Westphalia: State Sovereignty and International Intervention. Baltimore, MD: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press. 
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Search in Peasant Marketing,Ó in American Economic Review 68 (1978), 28-32.  GeertzÕ earlier work on peddlers 
in Indonesia is instructive here as well: Peddlers and Princes: Social Change and Economic Modernization in Two 
Indonesian Towns (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963). Arang Keshavarzian, Bazaar and State in Iran: 
The Politics of the Tehran Marketplace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), particularly p. 39-74. On 
smuggling and bazaar in Iran, please see Narges Erami and Arang Keshavarzian, 2015. ÒWhen ties donÕt bind: 
smuggling effects, bazaars and regulatory regimes in postrevolutionary Iran,Ó in Economy and Society 44:1, 110-
139. 
37 L. Panitch, 1996. ÒRethinking the role of the State in an Era of GlobalizationÓ in (ed. Mittelman) 
Globalization: Critical Reflections, Yearbook of International Political Economy, 83-113; Timothy Mitchell, 
1999.  ÒState, economy and the state-effectÓ in (ed. Steinmetz) State/Culture: State Formation after the Cultural 
Turn. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press; Michel Ralph Trouillot, 2001. ÒThe anthropology of the state in 
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38 Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Nelson, 2013. Border as Method, or, The Multiplication of Labor. Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press. Alejandro Grimson and Pablo Vila, 2002. ÒForgotten Border Actors: The Border 
Reinforcers, A Comparison of the U.S. Mexico-Border and South American BordersÓ in The Journal of 
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 It is the transnational and regional choreography of that waltz between Iran and 

Syria via Turkey, to continue with TagliacozzoÕs metaphor, that I approach as the grounds 

for subject as well as region formation. Through a study of the pathways of Zainab, I aim to 

show how that traffic in Iranian pilgrim intersected not only with religion-making, but also 

with market- and region-making. Attending to this traffic in an expository manner in what 

follows I present a chronicle of the road in which Iranian women pilgrimsÕ subjectivities 

emerge as much richer, more complex and in excess of the ethical and political projects 

that seeks to conscript them. Along the route, the Iranian pilgrims emerge at times as 

Zuwwar of Ahl-e Bayt, and at others as JafariÕ Iranians, and yet at others as lingerie 

shoppers, aspiring wives of elusive marriages, and future mothers of unborn babies. 

 

Chapters  
 
 

Chapter 1Ñ Refiguring Sayyida ZainabÑtracks the refiguration of the shrine that 

venerates Sayyida Zainab and the transnational traffic in pilgrims, donors, and state 

officials that animated that refiguration. I examine how the last three generations of the 

Mourtadha family, the mutawakkils of the Sayyida Zainab shrine, choreographed the 

transnational career of the shrine and in the process have transformed their patrimony to 

landed property tied to the only administratively independent waqf dhurri (private religious 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Political Ecology, vol. 9, 2002, 70-88; R Alvarez, 2012. ÒBorders and Bridges: Exploring a new conceptual 
Architecture for (U.S.-Mexico) Border Studies,Ó in Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology, vol 
17, No. 1, pp. 24-40; Donna K Flynn, 1997. ÒWe are the Border! Identity, Exchange and the State along the 
Benin-Nigeria BorderÓ in American Ethnologist 24(2): 311-330. On circuits of migration and space, please see 
Roger Rouse, 1991. ÒMexican Migration and the Social Space of PostmodernismÓ in Diaspora: A Journal of 
Transnational Studies, vol. 1.1, 8-23.  
39 Lauren Benton, 2009. A Search for Sovereignty: Law and Geography in European Empires, 1400-1900. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
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charitable trust) of Syria. Formalized in the establishment of the waqf to secure the 

patrimony of the family in late nineteenth century, and contested but never comprised 

until the Syrian conflict, the transnational career of the Sayyida Zainab maqam under the 

trusteeship of the Mourtadha family provides us with a case study to rethink the place of 

patriliny in studies of genealogy and subsequently approach patronage as generative 

modality of kinshipping. 40  

In this chapter I show how the particular transnational constellation of regional 

dynamics in the Middle East that put Sayyida Zainab on the map of ShiÕi visitation 

animated the genealogy, iconography and history of the saint and the shrine in significant 

but selective ways. The selective constructions of patronage in fact made it possible to 

reimagine ziyarat as not only as an increasingly sectarianized religious practice, but also the 

grounds to rethink the social practice of genealogy-tracing through the multiple levels of 

patronage involved in the context of saint veneration and the literal construction of the 

sacred place devoted to that veneration. With a myriad of actors invested in becoming 

patrons of the saint in various capacities, here I argue that the mutawakkilsÕ choreography 

of patronage force us to think of genealogy beyond the patrilineal pedigrees of prophetic 

essence.  

Shifting our analytical focus from Hajj-e FuqaraÕs destination, the shrine, to the 

journey and its route itself, Chapter 2 Ñ Roads of Visitation Ñ builds a road chronicle of the 

traffic in merchandise and traffic with and by the Iranian pilgrim women on the paths of 
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40 Andrew Shryock. ÒItÕs this, not that: How Marshall Sahlins solves kinship,Ó in HAU: Journal of Ethnographic 
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Studies in Society and History, 56 (4), 870-901.  
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Zainab. I rework Gayle RubinÕs notion of traffic in women through M.M. BakhtinÕs 

chronotope of the road to get at the precise traffic that is animated in the trajectories of five 

women who embarked on the journey to venerate Sayyida Zainab near Damascus. As I 

chart out the broader Iranian cartography of visitation and its historically sedimented 

denouements on the paths of Zainab in particular, I try to develop a processual approach 

to Islamic religious practice that allows us to reconceptualize Islamic ritual.  

If Òthe stakes of piety have been raised in the contemporary world in general and in 

the Middle East in particular, and the very themes that have been at work in these debates 

for over a century, positioning women at the borders between various civilizational, 

national as well as political and moral constructs,Ó41 a practice as transimperial and 

transnational as ziyarat cannot be accounted for in static and methodologically nationalist 

analytical frames. Tracking the traffic of arrested mobilities then takes us to how the route, 

the road itself in its nested seriality links a variety of spaces, places, times and histories, 

goods, gifts and commodities, and last but not least actions and actors together. Their 

traffic through contingent regimes of mobility and their palimpsestuous pathways that 

penetrate through them might provide us with ground to reconceptualize ritual practice. In 

this reconceptualization, ziyarat in particular, and ritual in general, emerges as a generative 

sphere of political and socio-economic negotiation, or what Pierre Bourdieu has called 

Òregulated improvisations,Ó rather than the reiteration of a hermetically sealed discursive 

tradition. Instead the nested temporalities of the sites interlinked by the route, the shrine, 

the bazaar and the border only come into view, once we approach the pilgrimsÕ 
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improvisations under those regulations that ziyarat as an emergent form of doctrinal difference 

at the intersection of political and economic regulations.  In other words, I insist that it is 

precisely by constant creative improvisation that crisscrosses between the seemingly discrete 

spaces of religiosity, sovereignty and economy that pilgrims, merchants, state officials and 

contrabanders emerge as such subjects and produce not only patrimony and patronage 

anew as we have seen in the previous chapter one, but also transform notions and regimes 

of economy and sovereignty as we will explore in the next two chapters. 

Chapter 3 ÑThe Iranian Bazaar of AntepÑ explores the relationship between the 

ziyarat route and contraband in an informal market in Gaziantep, TurkeyÑthe bazaar to 

which, the pilgrimage routeÕs travelers gave its name. From cigarettes produced in Turkey 

for export to Iran and smuggled back into the country to evade heavy taxation to historical 

accounts of women peddlers of contraband goods in Antep and in the broader borderland 

region, the Iranian Bazaar provides us with a window into how ka•ak (contraband) itself is 

organized and represented as external and secondary to the formal economy, yet 

historically was and remains primary and central to the constitution of markets and 

economies in reality. The chapter suggests contraband commodities are particularly 

productive to think with in a bazaar that brings together merchants and pilgrims, cigarettes 

and Lingerie, expanded gas tanks and modified hatchbacks and gas tanks. This chapter 

argues that a historical approach to circuits of commodity trade might give us new 

analytical purchase on the formations of economy and markets. In such a processual 

approach contraband, far from being a novel yet marginal by-product late capitalism and 

the deformation of the nation-state under neoliberal restructuring, emerges as a central 
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tenet to the constitution of markets and formation of states. Another implication of this 

broader argument for anthropological approaches to economic and monetary exchange is 

that we need to decouple the link assumed between bazaars as pre-capitalized spaces of 

economic exchange on the one hand and informality as a cultural or historically residual 

practiceÑevidence of the failure of replicated capitalismÑon the other. The many paths 

taken by the merchants of the bazaar in claiming the Iranian pilgrims as customers and 

their buses as transportation for ka•ak goods, provide fertile grounds for examining 

economization as a contested regime of value, inextricably entangled with new spatial 

forms of economic regulations of the nation, mobilities of religion as well as the geopolitics 

of the region.  

In Chapter 4 Ñ Ka•ak Coordinates of Territory Ñ I turn to the mutually constitutive 

relationship between the pilgrimage route and formations of territory along shifting 

borders of Persia, Anatolia and the Levant. Reading Henri Lefebvre and Phillipe Lejeune 

on the Turkey/Syria border, I propose, could help us approach the historical career of the 

border as a multi-layered and superimposed space etched with competing cartographies of 

territory and their attendant regimes of mobility. If borders are better approached as 

Òmaelstroms of people, landscapes, and connections,Ó rather than mere physical 

demarcation of already territorialized regimes of state sovereignty, as Eric Tagliacozzo has 

suggested, then in this chapter I aim to show how a spatial and temporal nesting of pilgrim 

and merchant mobility and their confluence on a ziyarat route helped produce the 

Turkey/Syria border as a palimpsest of sovereignty.  

This chapter is then about how the crossers of the Syria/Turkey borderlands, its 
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users of space in Henri LefebvreÕs terms, reconfigured a historically contingent politics of 

territorialization. I suggest that the routes and pathways contraband circulators and crossers 

of the border utilize are products of a range of sociopolitical and discursive struggles over 

the precise coordinates of the region more broadly and reveals the material cracks in the 

modern stateÕs assumed alignment territory and sovereignty through which ka•ak and 

ka•ak•õs continue to flow. Along the ways of Zainab, the transimperial and transnational 

history of Iranian ziyarat in the broader Mashriq as well as the transformation of the Turco-

French Frontier into the Turco-Syrian boundary come to the foreground in the confluence 

of ka•ak and ziyarat along the Hajj-e Fuqara route.  

As I hope to show in the chapters to come, the historical sedimentation of the 

pilgrimage route itself and how it stirs and reassembles nested temporalities of borders, 

shrines and bazaars constitute the focus of this dissertation. The historical scope and the 

spatial scale of my approach to ziyarat aim to shed new light on the dynamism and 

specificity of ritual.  Such an approach allows us to move our conception of ritual from a 

self-contained and transhistorically fixed formation to one that is embedded in much wider 

social and political phenomena.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Refiguring Sayyida Zainab:  
Patrimony, Patronage and Property in the Transnational Career of a Shrine  

 
 

I met Dr. Hani Mourtadha, the most senior guardian and trusteeÑ or as he 

preferred to retain the original Arabic, mutawakkilÑ of the Sayyida Zainab shrine in Beirut 

on April 13, 2013. At the time he was residing at a high-end residential tower on the 

Zaytunah Bay. Upon his self-imposed exile from Damascus after two attempts at his life on 

the increasingly sectarian grounds of the Sayyida Zainab shrineÑto this day protected by 

brigades allied with Hezbollah and Hezbollah forces themselvesÑhe took himself to the 

other side of the Syria/Lebanon border in the face of the imminent threat of being 

targeted by Sunni extremist brigades. As of April 2013, Doctor Hani Mourtadha and 

Mehdi Mourtadha, the other mutawakkil of the shrine, had left the day-to-day operations of 

the maqam, or the seat of the saint, to a staff member and their chief engineer of 

operations, Nahed. In light of the increasing instability in Damascus, MehdiÑthe doctorÕs 

nephewÑ had relocated his family and his engineering company to Dubai. Nahed, I was 

told, visited Dr. Mourtadha to report back on the recent developments quite regularly, 

often weekly. Three times I tried to meet Nahed, while I conducted my interviews with Dr. 

Hani Mourtadha over the course of April of 2013.  Three times I missed him.  

Every time I missed Nahed, Dr. Hani Mourtadha repeated, intermixing English, 

Arabic and FrenchÑwhen really desperate for qualifiers enlisting his journalist daughter, 

Hania MourtadhaÕs translation and elaboration into EnglishÑthat Nahed was the lifeline 
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that held the shrine together. Hence, when he was around, the doctor continued, he was 

extremely busy and in haste while in Beirut.  

Surrounded by armed guards, he would never stay overnight in Beirut, and instead 

return to Damascus, some 80 miles away, having only come see Dr. Mourtadha for a few 

hours. With the escalating contestation between Hezbollah-affiliated ShiÕi brigades on the 

one hand and the Sunni brigades on the other, there was no time to be wasted. ÒFor 

dinner, he would like to be in Damascus with family and that takes a while these days, 

although Beirut and Damascus used to be an hour away. Now the same distance takes five 

to six hours if the border crossing is open at all, that isÉÓ the doctor explained. 

Whenever we neared talking about the human catastrophe that the war in Syria 

had become, the doctor took us back in time to when the shrine and its town thrived. He 

was the first to admit that economically speaking Òthe Iranian pilgrims [had] been a 

blessing for the region, yet also an ideological and political force to be reckoned with. The 

numbers of Iranian pilgrims (as well as theology students, teacher, and clerics) made Syrian 

locals, particularly the landowning people rich almost overnight, where property values 

soared to double of that in Damascus, and the minimum rates for wage labor three times 

higher.Ó Seyahat al-diniyyah, or religious tourismÑ as the doctor described the pilgrimage of 

the poor routeÑ did not only make property values soar. Trades geared towards the visitors 

too, including textiles, lodging and transportation, have become major sources of income 

for both the local landowning classes in the area as well as other entrepreneurs across Syria, 

including those hailing from Damascus and Aleppo.  Having been an educator and 

institution builder most of his life and often against his wishes, Dr. Mourtadha knew all 
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too well in April 2013 when we met for the first time that those days of lively religious 

practice, lucrative trade and their complex social lives around the Sayyida Zainab shrine 

and its surrounding environs were long gone. He put it, rather hopelessly, Òirreversibly so.Ó  

A pediatrician by profession, former President of the University of Damascus and 

former minister of higher education, the doctor would every now and then comment on 

his confinement and highlight his heavily guarded escapades out of the building due to 

security concerns as his only moment of contact with the world outside. As we talked 

overlooking the Corniche of Beirut, and next to several Beirut historical landmarks 

including the St. Elia Cathedral, All Saints Church, the Rafik Hariri memorial, and the 

bullet-riddled Holiday Inn, this panoramic look of sanctified spaces--religious and secular 

Dr. Mourtadha often acknowledged, only half jokingly that times must be really bad for the 

Middle East, if a Syrian had to take refuge from sectarian strife in Beirut.  

The view was in fact a haunting exhibition of BeirutÕs distant and not so distant 

pastÑhaphazardly reassembled and rehabilitated as a social landscape literally and 

figuratively obliterated. At the towers, where the line between luxury housing and high-

security prison was increasingly blurred, the doctor was blunt: ÒI would prefer Sayyida 

ZainabÕs qafs42 to the Platinum towerÕs anytime, if I could choose, trust me.Ó  If the 

devolution of the Syrian uprisings into a civil war rendered the visitation of Sayyida Zainab 

a highly risky undertaking for Iranian pilgrims, the Sunni brigades attacks on the shrine 

transformed the site both figuratively and literally into a battleground of sectarian fighting, 

forcing the Mourtadhas to leave the shrine in the patronage of an employee for the first 

time in the history of the shrine. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 Qafs, literally Òcage,Ó is the brass work outer shell around the tomb of a saint.  
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 How did Doctor Hani Mourtadha, a member of the ShiÕi minority43 in Syria and 

the guardian of its only private religious charitable trust, the Sayyida Shrine, come to be 

stuck in Beirut despite the broad regime of patronage the family built, both figuratively and 

literally, around Sayyida ZainabÕs maqam? This chapter aims to answer this question by 

tracking the refiguration of the shrine that venerates Sayyida Zainab through the 

transnational traffic in pilgrims, donors, and state officials that animated that refiguration. 

I insist the genealogical authority the Mourtadha family has held over the shrine and its 

patrimonial lands are germane archives to track the movements of this transnational cast of 

actors in that refiguration. Contested but never comprised until the Syrian conflict, the 

transnational career of the Sayyida Zainab maqam under the trusteeship of the Mourtadha 

family provides us with a case study to rethink the place of patriliny in studies of genealogy 

and subsequently approach patronage as generative modality of kinship-making. 

 In what follows I bring together three threads to track patriliny, patrimony and 

patronage in the transnational career of Sayyida Zainab. I first discuss the patrilineal 

pedigree of the Mourtadha family as chronicled by the most senior member of the 

member: Dr. Hani Mourtadha. Here I work through the inclusions, exclusions and 

contradictory accounts of the genealogy of the shrineÕs caretakers against the Ottoman 

archival source. I then set my inquiry in conversation with recent studies of genealogy to 

rethink the determinative role attributed to patriliny particularly as in the relationship 

between sacred space and their mobile subjects44. Second, I turn our attention to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
43 Prior to the Syrian Conflict, the ShiÔi-identified communities comprised 2% of the Syrian population. 
44Engseng HoÕs use of genealogy is illustrative here. In The Graves of Tarim: Genealogy and Mobility across the 
Indian Ocean, the patrilineal pedigree serves as the generative and enduring thread of a transregional 
landscape of mobility and diasporic identity. Traced back generations to Tarim of southern Yemen and the 
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connections between patriliny and patrimony in the transnational career of a waqf dhurri, a 

private religious charitable trust associated with the shrine. I draw out the involvements of 

the waqf dhurri associated with the shrine in a portfolio of real estate development and 

service industry projects, ranging from a birth clinic to a cemetery. I suggest it is through 

these projects that the Mourtadha family and other actors negotiate notions of patrimony 

and property whereby the Mourtadha genealogical connections provide the facilitating 

connections of the contemporary regime of patronage of actors invested in refiguring 

Sayyida Zainab. Lastly I turn our attention to the broader spatial and demographic 

transformation of the shrine town, Rawiya rapidly from a small village in the 1950s to the 

shrine-town Sayyida Zainab in the 1990s. In so doing I aim to recontextualize the 

transformations of the waqf dhurri associated with the maqam in the broader landscape of 

rapid spatial transformations Mourtadha family have directly or indirectly introduce in the 

maqam and its town.  

The particular transnational constellation of regional dynamics in the Middle East 

that put Sayyida Zainab on the map of ShiÕi visitation animated the genealogy, iconography 

and history of the saint and the shrine in significant but selective ways. The selective 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
broader Arabian Peninsula, Ho in The Graves of Tarim presents this patrilineal thread as the elementary unit 
of kinship for the Hadrami diaspora, whereby claims to prophetic descent instantiate Ògenealogy as theory 
and practiceÓ in the making of a cosmopolitan and regionally connected set of across the Indian Ocean. 
Tracking the interarticulation of genealogy and patronage through the transformation of patrimony to 
property in the transnational career of the Sayyida Zainab shrine, my aim here is to think of religious mobility 
and genealogy in more expansive terms and approach them as sites of kinship-making. On kinship as 
historically and spatially situated process, see Sylvia Junko Yanagisako, 1978. ÒVariance in American Kinship: 
Implications for Cultural AnalysisÓ in American Ethnologist, vol. 5, no.1, 15-29. For the broader debate of 
cultural analysis of kinship, also see David Schneider, [1980] American Kinship: A Cultural Account. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press; David Schneider, 1984. A Critique of the Study of Kinship. Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press.  
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constructions of genealogy45 in fact made it possible to reimagine ziyarat as not only as an 

increasingly sectarianized religious practice, but also the grounds to rethink genealogy and 

patronage in the context of saint veneration.  

Veneration of arguably the most important female figure of the Karbala war, 

history, and Òparadigm,Ó (Fischer 1981)46Ñone, whose oratory and care skills alike are 

enshrined in particularly ShiÕa and Iranian hagiographiesÑanimating over a million 

pilgrims annually flocking to Rawiya itself goes into the heart of theory and practice of 

genealogy-making as well. ZainabÕs role in the very constitution of the Ahl-al Bayt genealogy, 

whose veneration articulates a ShiÕi difference from the conventional Sunni, and 

predominantly Hanafi narratives of prophetic genealogy: 

The ProphetsÕ descendants such as the Hadrami sayyids derive their descent from his 
daughter Fatima; the Prophet had no surviving male issue. The exceptionalism of this link 
had to be accounted for and restricted to a single instance. This issue is a problem in the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
45 And these selective mobilizations of the figure of Zainab took on the important political social issues in 
creative ways across a vast geography from Lebanon to Iran and South Asia. Please see Lara Deeb, 2009. 
"Emulating and/or Embodying the Ideal: The Gendering of Temporal Frameworks and Islamic Role Models 
in Shi'i Lebanon" in American Ethnologist 36(2): 242-257. I explore in particular the revolutionary hagiography, 
often under the financial and political support of the Iranian state, in the print and visual media of Iran in 
the next chapter. 
46 Michael Fischer, 2003 [1980]). Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 
21. Also See Fischer and Abadi, 1990. Debating Muslims: Cultural Dialogues in Postmodernity and Tradition. 
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,167-8. Kamran Aghaie, 2001. ÒThe Karbala Narrative: ShiÔi Political 
Discourse in Modern Iran in the 1960s and 1970s,Ó Journal of Islamic Studies Vol. 12, 175. On women, gender 
and the Karbala Paradigm, please see Lara Deeb, 2009. ÒEmulating and/or Embodying the Ideal: The 
Gendering of Temporal Frameworks and Islamic Role Models in ShiÔi Lebanon,Ó American Ethnologist 36 no. 
2 as well as the edited volume (ed. Aghaie) The Women of Karbala: Ritual Performance and Symbolic Discourses in 
Modern ShiÕi Islam (2005), Faegheh ShiraziÕs ÒThe Daughters of Karbala: Images of Women in Popular ShiÕi 
culture in Iran,Ó and Peter J. ChelkowskiÕs ÒIconography of the Women of Karbala: Tiles, Murals, Stamps, 
and PostersÓ are particularly imaginative accounts of the figural genealogy of Zaynab within and beyond the 
Karbala Paradigm, but within Iran. Following the lead of more journalistic descriptions of Foucault such as 
the controversial Ôpolitical spiritualityÕ to describe similar phenomena, anthropologists and historians of Iran 
such as Michael Fischer and Nikki Keddie grappled with the politicization of ShiÔi Muharram practices and 
discourses at the hands of the ÔulamaÕ and ShiÔi intellectuals, such as ÔAli ShariÔati and settled on the Karbala 
paradigm.  In 1981 Fischer coined the term, the Karbala Paradigm, in order to distinguish ShiÔi Muharram 
practices from those of Catholic Penitentes. The paradigm, according to Fischer, Òprovides models for living 
and a mnemonic for thinking about how to live.Ó (1980:21). Also see Kamran Aghaie, 2004.The Martyrs of 
Karbala: ShiÕi Symbols and Rituals in Modern Iran. Seattle: University of Washington Press; Lara Deeb, 2006. An 
Enchanted Modern: Gender and Public Piety in ShiÔi Lebanon Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 
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Shia creed in Islam, in which legitimate temporal rule is the prerogative of the ProphetÕs 
descendants [É] If the sons of Fatima were patrilineal descendants of the Prophet, why 
werenÕt the daughters of Zaynab, another of the ProphetÕs daughters, and their sons? The 
same issue applied to the sons of the two daughters of Fatima. [The Hadrami scholar] As-
ShilliÕs answer was to reassert patrilineality at the second generation: Òthe son of a sharifa is 
not a sharif (or sayyid) if his father is not a sharif.47 

 

The sectarian contestation of ziyarat is therefore intimately tied not only to the sources of 

deduction in patrilineal genealogies of sayyid families themselves, but also to the historical 

and geographical lynchpins of that method as well. As sayyids, pilgrims and anthropologists 

craft genealogies these methods of deduction alike, they alike name the figures to 

authenticate their methods of deduction and broader productions of authority and 

authenticity. It is that process that naming names and building sacred spaces to venerate 

those names that I refer to as refiguration.  

The veneration of key figures such as Sayyida Zainab on these contested grounds then 

already rejects her exclusion from the aforementioned deduction of prophetic essence. For 

most Iranians in fact ZainabÕs otherwise excluded line of descent provides another branch 

of prophetic descent to draw sayyid genealogies only the ShiÕi, and arguably even only 

Twelver ShiÕi Iranians would recognize. In refiguring Sayyida Zainab through practices of 

veneration, pilgrimÕs ziyarat is as much about kinship making for pilgrims themselves as it 

is about patronage for the Mourtadhas.  

At the very destination of a pilgrimage route, the shrine and the whole town built 

around it continued to sit precariously at the intersection of patrimony, patronage and 

property. At times, it was understood as a conduit for foreign exchange and tourism to 

highlight the benefits of the route to broader Syria and its internationally insulated 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
47Engseng Ho, 2006. The Graves of Tarim: Genealogy and Mobility across the Indian Ocean. Los Angeles, CA: 
University of California Press, 151. 
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economy. At others, and due to the anonymity of most funders of projects within the 

shrine, a hermeneutics of suspicion fueled conspiracy theories as wild as that the whole 

ziyarat route was an invention of the Iranian state as a religiously cloaked way to connect 

with ShiÕi Arabs of Lebanon and compromise the ever-elusive pan-Arab unity. At yet 

others, the architectural expansion of the shrine was a transnational tale of donations that 

stretched from East Africa to Pakistan.  Whatever the account was, however, the 

Mourtadha mutawakkils negotiated, mitigated and choreographed the transnational career 

of the Sayyida Zainab shrine. And in the process they transformed their patrimony to 

landed property tied to the only administratively independent waqf dhurri of Syria. 

 

A Patrilineal Pedigree in Prophetic Genealogy: The Sayyida Zainab Shrine and Its Most 
Recent Mourtadhas (1896-2016) 
   

The first record48 of the Sayyida Zainab Shrine in the Ottoman state archives comes 

from an 1896 documentÑwhen a certain Mustafa Emin Effendi requests a salary from the 

Ottoman capital for having cared for a small shrine for the past decade. He is recorded as a 

Christian merchant originally from Aleppo who, upon a miraculous encounter while on a 

visit to Damascus with Sayyida Zainab, relocates to the village of Rawiya, where the Sayyida 

Zainab shrine is located.  As a result of this miraculous encounter, which is never described 

in detail, Mustafa Emin Effendi relocates to Rawiya and starts caring for the shrine, the 

letter continues. After a decade of voluntary work, Mustafa Emin Mourtadha, whose 

attempts will go unanswered by the Ottoman state officials, asks to be put on state payroll.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
48 BEO 49036748 1312 R08 1. Bab-i Ali Archives, Basbakanlik ArchivesÑOttoman Archives Division, 
Istanbul. 
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When I asked Doctor Mourtadha if this name, Mustafa Emin Mourtadha, and his 

story rang a bell for him, he first patiently listened to the contents of the letter. Without 

skipping a beat, he then told me Òto put a big question markÓ next to this document. He 

took a sip of his tea. He put it down, and then silently handed me a glossy booklet. He 

explained that these were the waqfiyyah documents49 sold exclusively at the newly opened 

souvenir shop of the shrine, catering to the shrineÕs visitors. In preparation of our 

interviews, the doctor had put together a selection from these documents and other family 

holdings. In this curatorial orientation, the doctor also included this glossy collection of 

documents pertaining to the 750-year long genealogy of the Mourtadhas as mutawakkils of 

the Sayyida Zainab shrine. In the long list of projects the doctor has designed, outsources 

and completed around the shrine in the name of development, the souvenir shop or the 

glossy genealogy of the family it carried as a hardcover book were simply the tip of the 

iceberg. He told me to turn to the pages which featured a complete genealogical tree of all 

those who have biological ties to the Mourtadha family and who have over the centuries 

cared for the shrine.  

In the many twists and turns in the familyÕs fate, Dr. Mourtadha went on to 

explain, Òthe only noteworthy historical anecdoteÓ he could share from the Ottoman era 

had to do with forged last names that proliferated the numbers of Mourtadhas in Syria, 

particularly around Damascus. The relationship between the Mourtadha family and the 

Istanbul-appointed wali (governor) of Damascus was in such excellent condition, according 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
49 Waqfiyyah documents are a set of documents that chronicle family genealogy, including a brief history of 
the properties placed under the patrimony of the waqfÑserving as evidence of the acquisitionsÕ history of 
ownership and also more broader mutawakkil or trustee status over this patrimony.   
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to the doctor, that the wali pardoned the male members of the family from obligatory 

conscription into the Ottoman army. This gesture had unintended consequences.  

ÒIt was known at the time that those who went did not come back,Ó explained Dr. 

Mourtadha.  ÒGiven that people knew that the Mourtadha last name could get them out of 

obligatory military service, over the course of a few months, the family name confined to a 

single lineage in Damascus has proliferated into thousands with our last name. All of a 

sudden, everyone was a Mourtadha!Ó Was the first Mourtadha that the Ottoman state 

chronicled in association with the shrine, Mustafa Emin Effendi of Aleppo, indeed one of 

those Mourtadhas? The doctor advised, and I complied: I put a second big question mark 

next to this document.   

The doctor turned to the waqfiyyah documents. The Photoshop-enhanced 

rendition of the charter of the shrine coupled with a sayyid genealogy dating back 750 years 

was prefaced with a curious and shorter genealogy.  It was composed as a string of 18 leaves 

attached to one another at each end. Each leaf featured the name of a male member of the 

Mourtadha family. The seriality of the composition was broken only at one placeÑon the 

leaf with the name Sayyid Abbas on it. The transfer of the guardianship of the shrine 

seemed to have passed from father to son over twelve generations of Mourtadha men 

before Sayyid Abbas. And only with the leaf etched with AbbasÕ name, the string of leaves 

had come to a fork, creating what seemed like two branches of Mourtadhas from which the 

succeeding mutawakkils of the shrines were drawn. The document that opened the 

Mourtadha waqfiyyah archive was striking in its visualization of patrilineal kinship as well: 

Thanks to other genealogical maps I had encountered in the archives I was familiar with 
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the use of trees, whereby a tree branch indicts each generation. A genealogy of leaves, 

however, was a first.  

 
Figure 6: The Mourtadha Genealogy from the introduction to the Sayyida Zainab Waqfiyyah documents50 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
50 The Sayyida Zainab Waqfiyyah documents, produced by Dr. Hani Mourtadha, Damascus, 2002.  
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When I inquired about this difference, or deviation, from standard genealogical 

representation, Dr. Mourtadha pointed out that this was not a complete family genealogy of 

the Mourtadha men going back fifteen generations, but rather only of those who took care 

of the shrine. To mark that particular difference, and to present it a genealogy of 

guardianship, the calligrapher himself had opted for the leaves, the doctor explained. To 

my eyes, there had to be more to the crafty way the calligrapher shaped this string of leaves: 

the snake-like twisted shape of the string made the splitting look like yet another curve that 

the string had taken over the course of the long genealogy of the Mourtadha family, while 

disguising the only fork in the genealogy or split-guardianship of the shrine over fifteen 

generations. Yet recognizing that it was a subject that the doctor did not want to linger very 

much on at the time of our interviews51.  Setting the contradictions of the leaf-string 

genealogy aside, the doctor moved our discussion to the place of Sayyida Zainab in Iranian 

practices of tracing prophetic descent. Sayyida ZainabÕs veneration for most Iranians is also 

another affirmation that ZainabÕs genealogy provides the ShiÕa with another branch of 

prophetic descent to draw sayyid genealogies of their own. In refiguring Sayyida Zainab 

into these practices of veneration the ziyarat is then as much about patronage for pilgrims 

as it is about patronage for the Mourtadhas. What emerges from this complicated scene 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51 Setting the genealogy aside and coming back to it, however, only generated more questions: Why did 
Sayyid Abbas and Sayyid Reza, who were both sons of Sayyid Selim, come to share the guardianship of the 
shrine unlike any other Mourtadhas that came after them? What was the relationship between the 
Mourtadha familyÕs sayyid genealogy and the transformation of the waqf dhurri associated with the shrine 
only in late nineteenth/early twentieth century? Did this only comprise the state itself offered to the waqf 
under changing regimes of control pertaining to religious organizations and charitable trusts? I wondered if 
this leaf genealogy and what it concealed as it constructed curves of a fork was not the perfect metaphor for 
any genealogical representation of kinship relations in fact.   
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with multiple levels of kinship negotiations undertaken by pilgrims, clerics, students as well 

as the Mourtadhas necessitate us to approach genealogy in particular and kinship with 

more expansive analytical frames than ones that have confined kinship to patriliny or 

genealogy as premises of arguments about kinship rather than objects of inquiry in kinship-

making as a precariously negotiated process as I attempt to examine here.  

According to Dr. Hani Mourtadha, the shrine has been under the guardianship of 

his family for the past Ò750 years, at least,Ó dating back to Mamluk times. Running through 

the many state stamps stored in the waqfiyyah documents, Dr. Mourtadha pointed out, 

that the number of international visitors to the shrine remained meager well into the 

1950s, when advances in transportation technology and road infrastructure opened up the 

possibility of mobility for others to pay a visit to Sayyida ZainabÕs shrine. Until the 1960s, 

the pilgrims and visitors to discover the site came primarily from the immediate environs of 

Damascus and Lebanon.  

ÒBut in this long history,Ó Dr. Mourtadha clarified, Òit was really my great-grand 

father, Sayyid Mousa Mourtadha in 1836, who changed the course of the shrine, and 

established the waqf dhurri (private religious charitable organization) for the shrine relying 

on his own possessions.  And he had the vision to protect the shrine through generations 

to come.Ó According to this more selective genealogy of guardians, Dr. Mourtadha himself 

had shared with me; however, his great-grand father would have been Sayyid Salim, not 

MousaÑwho was SelimÕs grandfather.52 When I double-checked the name with the doctor, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
52 I am thankful to Afsaneh Najmabadi for pointing this discrepancy out between the leaf genealogy of the 
guardians of the shrine on the one hand, and the Ottoman documents and Dr. Hani MourtadhaÕs oral 
history on the other. Here I will refrain from speculating what implications such a discrepancy might have for 
understanding the making of the Mourtadha genealogy without further query with the family.  By comparing 
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he quickly asserted that Sayyid Selim was alternatively known as Sayyid MousaÑby his 

grandfatherÕs name. This explanation obscured rather than revealed the process of 

succession after Sayyid Selim onwards. I turned to the Ottoman documents that the doctor 

had politely dismissed as unreliable citing the case of the fake Mourtadhas, like the Mustafa 

Emin Effendi.  

Yet one document from the Ottoman archives the doctor had a harder time 

dismissing: an Ottoman document filed under " ura-yõ Devlet53 holdings, chronicling an 

inheritance case from 1910 featured only the conclusion of a long process of deliberation 

over the precise method in which the guardianship of the Sayyida Zainab shrine. 

Mentioning Sayyida Zainab together with a much smaller shrine dedicated to Prophet 

Noah in the Baqaa valley of modern-day Lebanon under the guardianship of the 

Mourtadha family, the court decision declared how that guardianship should be organized 

after Ridha MourtadhaÕs death.  

There was no mention of whether or not or which party brought the other to the 

court and through what courts the case traveled the hierarchy of Ottoman judicial system 

to the very top of that hierarchy. The document simply records the results of the court 

settlement: All property-related rights pertaining to the charitable holdings of the waqf 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
with similar situations, however, it is highly likely that this discrepancy might be due to a marriage 
unapproved by the family, and might explain the splitting of the rights over the waqf dhurri between Sayyid 
Abbas and Sayyid Ridha as two sons of the same father but of different mothers.  Yet the generational 
discrepancy remains: why the rights were split between two brothers, Sayyid Abbas and Ridha in the first 
place is not explained by archival materials or the oral histories and requires further research.  
53 SD185 27 1326 M10 1. SD Archives, Basbakanlik ArchivesÑOttoman Archives Division, Istanbul. " ura-yõ 
Devlet was a high court, equivalent to the national council of the state that was formed by the Ottoman 
Sultan AbdŸlaziz in 1868. A direct product of the 1839 reforms, commonly referred to as GŸlhane Hatt-õ 
HŸmayun of 1839, " ura-yõ Devlet functioned as the highest judiciary court in the Ottoman Empire until 1922.  
Given that the Mourtadha inheritance case was decided on this court indicates that the process of 
establishing the inheritance over Sayyida Zainab was a contested enough topic to be resolved by the highest 
court of the empire. Yet in the Ottoman files too, we are left without a clue as to what the initial dispute was 
that moved the case through the hierarchy of courts within the pluralistic legal regime of the Empire.  
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were divided in two equal parts: One half were to go to the surviving brother of Sayyid 

Ridha: Sayyid Abbas. The other half, the court has ruled, were to be further divided among 

the three sons of the deceased: namely Sayyids Mehdi, Sabil and Mohammad. The de-facto 

guardian of the shrine, as far as the day-to-day operations and maintenance of the shrine 

were concerned, was named as Sayyid Abbas in the document. The other three actors 

involved in the case, the sons of the deceased, had maintained half of the negligible 

income generated through donations to the shrine, but had either relinquished any claim 

to the management of the shrine or wanted the revenue without being involved the day-to-

day operations of the shrine. The winner of the settlement seemed to be Sayyid AbbasÑDr. 

Hani MourtadhaÕs grandfather.  

According to the doctorsÕ timeline, Sayyid Abbas oversaw the shrine on his own 

between 1910 and 1945, while the eldest son from the Òother sideÓ (taraf) of the family, 

Mehdi Mourtadha, found himself mired in Syrian politics. Aligned with the national 

resistance against the French Mandate, Òhe spent his life either in prison or as a fugitive on 

the run.Ó He died two years before Sayyid Abbas himself, in 1945. MehdiÕs brother, Sabil 

was from Sayyid RidhaÕs second marriage conducted in the Beqaa valley, Lebanon and seen 

as legitimate by the family. The third son, Mohammad, the doctor continued, was not 

found to be pious enough, and hence deemed unfit to serve as a guardian of the shrine 

were excluded from the rather problematic succession that faced the Mourtadha family 

upon Sayyids AbbasÕ and MehdiÕs deaths.  Often it felt like the doctor meant himself 

whenever he attributed the action to the family. Mohsen Mourtadha ÑAbbasÕs son and Dr. 

Hani MourtadhaÕs fatherÑ was invited to serve as the next generation mutawakkil of the 
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shrine.  An engineer by profession, who was trained in France and Canada and lived in the 

latter at the time, the doctorÕs father was summoned from abroad to take over the 

guardianship of the shrine in 1947, not unlike his father Abbas.   

 
Figure 7: The most recent generations of men in the leaf genealogy of guardians of Sayyida ZainabÕs maqam. It 
excludes RidhaÕs son. Mehdi. Along with Dr. Hani Mourtadha RidhaÕs son, Mehdi Mourtadha serves as the 
mutawakkils of the shrine.  
 

It was the same year that the Sayyida Zainab shrine had survived the biggest 

challenge it had ever faced to that date. Months after Mohsen Mourtadha moved back 

Syria, the second Prime Minister of post-Mandate Syrian Republic, Khalid al-Azm, single-

handedly revoked the waqf status of the shrine in 1947. His rationale was that if Sayyida 

Zainab as the granddaughter of Prophet Mohammad and the daughter of Imam Ali were a 

figure to be venerated by all Syrians, regardless of doctrinal differences, and not only the 
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Iraqi and Syrian ShiÕa, the shrine itself should not be in the control of a ShiÕa family, but 

rather in that of the Syrian State.  

And thatÕs when Òfor the first time in the history of the shrine,Ó as Dr. Hani 

Mourtadha put it, the Mourtadha family reached out to the Iranian ambassador in Syria to 

intervene. Told informally by the Iranian cultural attachŽ in the consulate that the Iranian 

ambassador in Damascus simply followed the orders of his colleague in Beirut, the 

diplomatic negotiations pulled LebanonÑwhich had a sizeable ShiÕa population of its own, 

as well as IranÑthe only ShiÕa-majority country in the worldÑinto the protection of the 

shrine in Syria. Prime Minister al-Azm did eventually withdraw his proposal to 

ÒnationalizeÓ the shrine thanks to Iranian diplomatic efforts. It was not, however, the 

Sayyida Zainab shrine alone that came under state scrutiny for reform. What was at the 

heart of the push for reform was indeed the very institution of the waqf itself54.  

In line with the massive re-structuring of state institutions in post-independence 

Syria55, the newly established state called for the cancellation of all self-governance 

capabilities of awqaf, religious charitable trusts, rendering them functionaries under a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
54 For an historical overview of waqf studies as a subfield in Studies of the Middle East and North African as 
well as in Islamic Studies, please see Daniel Crecelius, 1995. ÒIntroductionÓ in Journal of the Economic 
and Social History of the Orient, 38.3, 247-61; Miriam Hoexter, 1998. ÒWaqf Studies in the Twentieth Century: 
The State of the Art,Ó in Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, 41.4, 474-95. For the 
earlier works on the waqf and further references see Fuad KšprŸlŸ, ÒVakif MŸessesesinin Hukuki Mahiyeti ve 
Tarihi TekamŸlŸÓ [The Legal Significance and Historical Transformation of the Waqf as Institution] in 
Vakõflar Dergisi 2, 1942, 1-35. For the role of imperial awqaf in Ottoman economy, see Halil Inalcik, 1969. 
ÒCapital Formation in the Ottoman EmpireÓ in Journal of Economic History, XXIX-1, pp. 132-135; Haim 
Gerber, ÒThe Waqf Institution in Early Ottoman EdirneÓ, Journal of Asian and African Studies 17, 1983, 29-45; 
Miriam Hoexter, 1997. ÒAdaptation to Changing Circumstances: Perpetual Leases and Exchange 
Transactions in Waqf Properties in Ottoman AlgiersÓ in Islamic Law and Society 4, 319-333.  
55 Philip S. Khoury, 1987. Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics of Arab Nationalism, 1920-1945. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.  For more recent studies that rethink territorialization outside the nation-state 
paradigm in Syria and the broader Levant, see Cyrus Schayegh, 2012. ÒThe Many Worlds of ÔAbud Yasin; or, 
What Narcotics Trafficking in the Interwar Middle East Can Tell Us about TerritorializationÓ The American 
Historical Review, 116 (2), 273-306. 
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newly established state institution called Ministry of Religious Endowments (wizarat al-

awqaf). An exception was made for the Sayyida Zainab waqf on the grounds that the 

Mourtadha family has continuously guarded the shrine for over seven centuries56, often 

relying on family assets to maintain the shrine. Yet that exception came with a 

qualification. A new supervising committee was to be established with two of the five 

members appointed by the state. The two mutawakkils of the Mourtadha family, Doctor 

Hani Mourtadha and first Ridha and then his son Mehdi Mourtadha as well as their chief 

engineer Nahed were the other members of that committee. Sayyida Zainab remains to this 

day as the only waqf dhurri that is not fully governed by wizarat al-awqaf in Syria. In fact this 

minimal interference from the state-appointed members, the committee drafted a new 

construction plan to expand the shrine in 1950. The patrimonial assets of the waqf were to 

be opened for real estate development in collaboration with Syrian and international 

businesses. 

 Mohsen Mourtadha enlisted the technical expertise of his well-known engineering 

company in Damascus to draft the plans. In order to raise the funds to undertake such a 

construction, he also secured the place of two affluent ShiÕa merchants from Damascus and 

Baghdad. Although the initial attempts of the well-known Iraqi merchant, Hazem 

Bahbahani, seemed hopeful in realizing Mohsen MourtadhaÕs dreams, the latterÕs 

deteriorating health stalled the fundraising and construction efforts for the next decade to 

come. MehdiÕs son, Ridha who was only 18 when his father passed away, was summoned 

from France to assume his role in the committee in 1958.  Trained as a civil engineer and 

an architect in Switzerland and France, it was Ridha Mourtadha who finalized the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
56 The Sayyida Zainab Waqfiyyah documents, produced by Dr. Hani Mourtadha, Damascus, 2002. 
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architectural plans for the shrineÕs expansion, and took over Mohsen MourtadhaÕs role as 

the most senior member of the supervising committee. As Mohsen MourtadhaÕs health 

improved in 1966, he came back to serve on the committee until 1972.  

1972, that is when I was summoned from Canada to assume my responsibilities. It was my 
second year of medical residency in Montreal. I had an older brother who lived and 
worked in France. But the family picked me, and all I could do was to honor this request 
and come back to Damascus. Yet the expansion plans had to wait, as Syria has been 
moving from one regime to another. And the numbers of Iraqis, including the wealthy 
merchants whom we had approached to raise the funds were nowhere to be found towards 
the end of the Baathist regime in Iraq and the take-over by Saddam Hussein. 

 

The tumultuous political transformations of the state in Syria and in the broader region57 

also meant a slow process of negotiation for the Mourtadha familyÕs plans of construction. 

Even though the initial plans for construction on waqf property were re-approved in 1971, 

the permit to build was not issued until 1985. With no prospects for raising the funds 

needed for the planned expansions, and tectonic transformations taking place in Lebanon, 

Iraq and later in Iran, the goals of the supervising committee too have shifted.  

The mutawakkilsÕ attention moved away from expanding the shrine to maintaining 

the landed assets of the waqf from the 1950s into the mid-1970s, as for fifty percent of all 

those immovable assets have already been lost to the resettlement of refugees that fled the 

Golan Heights into the village of Rawiya. Almost 75% of those land was never recovered, 

the initial plans had to be revised.  That also meant seeking a new permit to build, or 

starting the approval process all over again. Moreover, in order to take back some of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57 There is a rich and rigorous scholarship on the social history of the Levant and Mashriq. The connections 
between the Mourtadha pedigree and the ÒPolitics of NotablesÓ paradigm that dates back to Albert Hourani 
might be particularly fruitful to explore.  See Albert Hourani 1968, ÒOttoman Reform and the Politics of 
NotablesÓ; Philip Khoury, 1991. ÒContinuity and Change in Syrian Political Life: The Nineteenth and 
Twentieth CenturiesÓ The American Historical Review, Vol. 96 Issue 5, 1374; Moshe MaÕoz, 1968. Ottoman 
Reform in Syria and Palestine, 1840-1861: The Impact of Tanzimat on Politics and Society. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. Haim Geber, 1985. Ottoman Rule in Jerusalem, 1890-1914. Berlin:  K. Scwarz. 
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resettled land from the Golan Heights refugees now calling Rawiya home, the funds the 

supervising committee had initially raised from Iraqi merchants were used up to building 

housing that would make the planned relocation less contestable. These apartments were 

donated to those families living in the most immediate environs of the shrine in order to 

clear the land for further construction.  

Just over a decade after Dr. Hani Mourtadha returned to Syria, he was invited by 

the Hafez Al-Assad regime to teach at the University of Damascus in 1985. After another 

decade on the faculty of the university, he was appointed as its president. His success in 

leading the university impressed the regime so much that Bashar al-Asad appointed Dr. 

Hani Mourtadha as the Minister of Higher EducationÑthe first non-member of the Baath 

party and the first ShiÕi Syrian to be given such a role in the Alawite-dominated state in its 

Assadian career. DoctorÕs ministerial career remained admittedly rather short-lived: As he 

consistently ran against the educational committee of the party on policy decisions, he 

stepped down as the minister only after two years in office. ÒIn essence, I was among the 

first defectors!Ó said the doctor about his short-lived stint with the Assad regime in Syria.  

In 2003, following Riza MourtadhaÕs retirement, his seat on the committee was 

passed on to his eldest son, Mehdi, who, like his father, was an engineer. And it was 

Mehdi, Dr. Hani Mourtadha recounted, who instituted an engineering and construction 

division for the shrine, while Dr. Hani Mourtadha has focused his energies on the general 

structure of command that included the establishment of an accounting and donations 

division, a legal team of three lawyers as well as a general manager, Nahed, to attend to the 

daily operations in site. Employing all-together 120 staff members in three divisions, by the 
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time the Syrian revolution turned into a full-fledged civil war, the majority of the 

construction initially planned in the 1950s was completed by 2002. Despite this expanding 

staff support, however, Dr. Hani Mourtadha and Mehdi Mourtadha continued to lead the 

supervising committee meetings every Monday from 9am until noon. They also made sure 

to attend the Friday prayers and a subsequent luncheon for esteemed guests at the shrine 

every Friday. Yet, those days have long passed. ÒNow I am in Beirut, and Mehdi in Dubai. 

Nahed still reports to me every week, and Mehdi and I are in constant correspondence. We 

are still planning an expansion for the southern wing of the shrine, but that will have to 

wait for nowÉ The Mourtadhas and the shrine have survived many twists and turns of 

history. We will endure through this episode, too, I hope.Ó  

From the challenges posed by state actors such as the Syrian prime minister Al-Azm to 

transnational ones such as the Sunni extremist brigades targeting the grounds of the shrine 

more recently, the Mourtadhas have skillfully mobilized not only the transnational 

networks of their family alone, but also a myriad of transnational actors including donors, 

pilgrims, ambassadors and cultural attachŽs. As they continued to act as guardians of the 

Sayyida Zainab shrine, they showed how the patrimony of the shrine their Mourtadha 

patriliny bestowed upon them had to be constantly negotiated and reinforced through 

their encounters with that same myriad of actors. In the next section I turn to how this 

regime and network of patronage that the Mourtadha family members have orchestrated 

have done more than expand the shrine architecturally. More fundamentally it was 

through these expansive projects that patrimonial lands associated with the waqf dhurri 

have been rearticulated as landed property.  
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The Transnational Career of a Waqf Dhurri: MerchantsÕ Donations from West Africa 
to Saudi Arabia and Pakistan in Rawiya (1950-2016) 

 
First came the Lebanese, particularly merchants who made their fortunes in Western 
Africa. We are talking the 1950s through the mid-60s. Then the Iraqis took over; say from 
the late 1960s into the mid-70s, when their economic conditions were excellent. It was 
only after the 1979 Revolution that we got invaded by Iranians. And unlike the Lebanese or 
the Iraqi who primarily wanted to donate to the shrine, the Iranians have set up their own 
religious seminaries and channeled all donations to those institutions. It is absolutely 
wrong, therefore, to say that the expansion of the shrine was a project funded by the 
Iranian state. We accepted donations from individual Iranians, mostly wealthy merchants, 
but never from the state itself. It was the individual donations and our own assets that 
made the construction of the shrine possible.  Ð Dr. Hani Mourtadha, 2013.  

 

Given the overwhelming misconception of the shrine as the singular site that lends 

legitimacy to an Iranian excursion into the country and the broader Levant, Dr. Hani 

MourtadhaÕs emphasis on individual donations as the primary source of funding for 

construction merits a closer look. The impressive golden dome of the shrine, as we see 

below, is a case in point. Although it is enshrined on the golden dome that it is Òa gift from 

the people of Iran to Syria,Ó this note has been falsely cited to argue that the Iranian state 

has financed and hence controlled the shrine since the early 1980s58. Contrary to this 

popular as well as scholarly misconception, it was indeed an Iranian-Swiss businessman 

based out of Zurich, who donated the golden dome to the shrine.  Dr. Hani Mourtadha 

recounted, Òhe sent in his own construction crew and materials from Switzerland and it 

took altogether two years (1980-1982) to complete the project. He had only one condition 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58 Sabrina Mervin, 1996. ÒSayyida Zaynab, Banlieue de Damas ou nouvelle ville sainte chiite?Ó Cahiers d !etudes 
sur la MediterranŽe orientale et le monde turco-iraniene: Arabes et Iraniens 22, 149-162; Fariba Adelkhah, 2009.  
ÒMoral Economy of Pilgrimage and Civil Society in Iran: Religious, Commercial and Tourist Trips to 
DamascusÓ in South African Historical Journal, 38-53. Paulo G. Pinto, 2007. ÒPilgrimage, Commodities, and 
Religious Objectification: The Making of Transnational ShiÔism between Iran and Syria,Ó Comparative Studies 
of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 27 no. 1, 109-125; Edith Szanto, 2014. ÒSex and the Cemetery: 
Iranian Pilgrims, Shrine Visitation and ShiÕi Piety in DamascusÓ in Syrian Studies Association Bulletin, vol. 19, 
No 2.    
  



60 
 

for his donation: he wanted to stay anonymous, and to this day we have honored that 

request.Ó  

 
Figure 8: The Sayyida ZainabÕs maqam. Emrah Yildiz, 2010.  
 

The library, which features custom-made bookshelves adorned with intricate sadaf 

(mother of pearl) inlays as well as hand-crafted chandeliers and table lamps, was the gift of 

a ShiÔi Lebanese merchant originally from Beirut, who had amassed his fortune in Senegal. 

It was the same merchant of textiles and ivory who has constructed the marble hallway on 

the northern wing of the shrine. He too wanted to remain unnamed for his contributions 

to the shrine. The northern wing of the shrine itself was funded through a five million 

dollar donation extended by Bassam Al-GhaderÑa ShiÕa Saudi Arabian businessman. The 

brass work that constitutes the cage or qafs of the saintÕs tomb was donated by a Pakistani 

businessman, while the famous Iranian merchant of steel and iron, Abuqassem Hamadani 

financed the intricate glass work that covers the entire ceiling in the main hall where the 

qafs is located.  
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Figure 9: Postcard featuring Sayyida Zainab Shrine main entrance, circa 1970. Photo Sport Photography Studio, 
Beirut, Lebanon (Courtesy of Jared McCormick).   

 

When the initial plans of construction were being revised in 1978 in light of the 

preliminary approval of the Syrian state, Reza Pahlavi, then the Shah of Persia, had pledged 

a three-million dollar donation to the shrine to finance the tile work that covers the fa•ade 

of the shrine. Shortly after the Iranian Revolution, however, the incoming government had 

reversed that decision and the only funding ever to be pledged to waqf by the Iranian state 

never reached Rawiya. According to Dr. Hani Mourtadha, the only other state-level 

funding that the supervising committee considered was a two-million dollar donation from 

the Pakistani government to finance the expansion of the southern wing of the shrine.  

Yet, under the current circumstances that makes construction impossible, those funds were 

never received either.  
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 ÒA close friend and business partner of Hamadani,Ó as Dr. Hani Mourtadha 

described him, and who also decided to stay anonymous, funded the construction of the 

shrineÕs minaret in 1981, increasing its height from 24 meters to 54 meters. Another Saudi 

Arabian national, Òan architect himself,Ó Dr. Mourtadha added, funded the new entrance 

to the shrine, which was completed in 2008. Although all construction inside the shrine 

was completed as of 1988, construction outside continued well into the 2000s. Despite the 

fact that a few small plaques tucked away do acknowledge the donors, material evidence of 

merchantsÕ donations remains shielded from view in oneÕs visitation of the maqam. Most 

pilgrims who visit the shrine, in other words, do not experience the maqam as one that is 

partially constructed by donations, and only so in the past three decades59.  

Yet, both that shielding and certain aesthetic choices the supervising committee has 

made, such as the use of glasswork ceilings inside the shrine, the tile work covering the 

fa•ade of the shrine and the shape of the golden dome, further fuel what the Doctor has 

termed as the ÒmisconceptionÓ of the shrineÕs relationship to the Iranian regime, reducing 

the former to a satellite and base of operations for the latter.  ÒHow could you have a 

maqam be a self-governing waqf 60 and an Iranian satellite at the same time?!Ó asked the 

doctor rhetorically. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
59 Given that an overwhelming majority of donors asks to be not named as such, helps this mode of 
encounter.  Another, and probably more significant effect of the history of construction remaining marginal 
to the ways in which pilgrims encounter the saint and the shrine is the erasure or convenient overlooking of 
the temporality of construction itself. The anachronistic collage of a variety of architectural features 
associated with different eras and places of Islamic architecture further complicates any attempt to put a time-
tag on the shrine. 
60 A waqf endowment gives an individual or a group of individuals the opportunity to finance a given 
beneficiary or a set of beneficiaries with a specific amount of proceeds accruing from revenue generated by 
properties owned by the endowment founder, which he or she designates as waqf assets. A waqf dhurri or waqf 
ahli  (private or family waqf) are charitable endowments created with the purpose of supporting specified 
individuals, usually members of the foundersÕ family but also other persons, including the founderÕs extended 
family, if not their broader lineage. A waqf khayri (rendered as public charitable endowment) that work 



63 
 

In stark contrast to both how perpetually reiterated sayyid genealogy often is, and 

how the publically celebrated actors of business co-ventures in Syria are, the anonymity of 

the majority of the donor businessmen pointed to a different regime of religious patronage 

beyond the confines of exhibited genealogiesÑ prophetic or otherwise. Although the 

donations themselves came through profits generated through commerce, the anonymity 

had unintended consequences.  

The avowed anonymity of the donors further provoked, what one might call, a 

hermeneutics of suspicion about the governance of the shrine and its relationship to Iran. 

Often wildly conspiratorial these popular and scholarly accountÕs assumed rather than 

examined the spatial transformation of the shrine as a function of the Iranian state directly: 

In the absence behind the donationÑ or as doctor would assert in the ÒstandardÓ 

anonymity of zakat61--it was not the donors who were reinventing religious patronage 

according the doctor. As the doctor himself also recognized, however, people named their 

names and substituted an actor of their own in the absence of a self-named one: the 

Iranian state. The traffic in business co-ventures, donations and construction contracts at 

the mutawakkilsÕ desks and accumulated in projects and waves of expansions to the shrine. 

Before we turn to the relationship between architectural expansion and regimes of 

patronage in the political economy of the shrineÕs charitable trust, it might prove fruitful to 

examine the nature of waqf dhurriÑprivate or family religious charitable trust. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
publicly and charitably that range from the construction and maintenance of a fountain, irrigation, or a 
thoroughfare such as steps or a bridge to the care of orphans, widows and the elderly.  Also See, The 
Encyclopedia of Islam articles on waqf in Islamicate contexts by Rudolph Peters, David S. Powers, Aharon 
Layish, Randi Deguilhem, Ann K.S. Lambton, Robert D. McChesney, M.B. Hooker, and J.O. Humwich, 
published in 2000. The entries include discussions of studies that of waqf, vakif, and bonyad from the former 
realms of the Ottoman Empire, and Qajar Iran to South and Southeast Asia and Sub-saharan Africa. 
61 Zakat is an obligatory alms giving for all Muslims possessing a certain minimum income called nisab. 
Religious charitable organizations are one of the primary recipients of donations in the form of zakat. 
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 A scholar of waqf in the Islamicate world, and a specialist of Syria and the broader 

Levant, Randi Deguilhem observes that a shift occurs in the historical career of every 

privately designated waqf. Such a private or family charitable trust increasingly moves away 

from paying substantial portions of its revenues to the designated beneficiaries named in 

the foundational charter of the waqf towards more publicly engaged projects.62 In the case 

of Sayyida Zainab Shrine the transformation of the waqf dhurri, not fully governed by the 

Ministry of Religious Endowments in Syria, suggests that that transformation itself 

couldnÕt be explained away with an internal logic of waqf as a peculiar cultural and 

religious institution of Islam. The flexibility of its economic operations open up lucrative 

possibilities, however limited, through tax-exempt real estate assetsÑoften prime landed 

properties slated for Ôredevelopment.Õ In fact the exceptional status of the Sayyida Zainab 

shrine and the Mourtadha patrimony was partially what attracted so much fury with the 

third prime minister of the newly un-mandated Syria.  

 In the midst of growing numbers of pilgrims and broader projects of construction 

around the shrine, the doctor justified, the Mourtadha family members as the mutawakkil 

of the waqf were Òrequired to play an active role in managing and insuring the 

sustainability of the shrine.Ó That spatial expansion unfolded in the midst of ever 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
62 Randi Deguilhem in her edited volume Le waqf dans lÕespace islamque: Outil de pouvoir socio-economique 
writes on the ÔinevitableÕ shift from waqf dhurri to waqf khayri specifically: In the case of a waqf dhurri where 
the foundation revenues are apportioned to individual persons as the first unit of beneficiaries in an 
endowment, a shift inevitably occurs afterwards in the latter stages in the life of the waqf away from the 
payment of revenue to the individual beneficiaries towards religious or public one which had also been 
previously designated by the endowment founder in the original foundation charter. This shift in the nature 
of the beneficiaries occurs when the persons named as the recipients of the waqf revenues pass away as well as 
the descendants in the case where they are named as the future beneficiaries by the endower at the moment 
of establishment of the foundation. At that point, the revenues, which had formerly gone to, the individuals 
as waqf beneficiaries are thereafter distributed to the designated public or religious beneficiary so named by 
the endower in the foundation charterÓ (Damascus: Institute Francais dÕEtudes Arabes de Damas (IFEAD, 
1995, 15-26).   



65 
 

increasing numbers of Iranian pilgrims and clerics in Rawiya. The transformations of the 

latter and the place of the shrine within that transformation were not reducible to the 

traffic in Iranian pilgrims alone. RawiyaÕs transformation into Sitt Zainab took its most 

radical shape through institution building. The Mourtadhas were no strangers to 

maintaining a diverse business portfolio and staying as central actors in the transnational 

and transimperial career of the Sayyida Zainab shrine.  

 From the clinic to the cemetery, the diverse business of the Sayyida Zainab waqf 

and the shrineÕs broader political economy provide some grounds to study these variegated 

uses, and track how the Mourtadha family has articulated patrimonial holdings in terms of 

landed property ready for real estate development. While the overwhelming majority of 

construction projects that culminated in the shrineÕs contemporary shape were financed 

through donations collected from individual donors, the supervising committee had other 

plans to be financed through joint redevelopment ventures on their endowed lands. After 

having relocated more than two hundred refugee families to the apartments built behind 

the shrine, the shrine recovered about twenty percent of its landed property which had 

been settled by those fleeing the Golan Heights. 

Three lots of land were cleared and slated for further expansion and construction. 

The first one adjacent to the cemetery was reserved for new burial sites in what was already 

the largest ShiÕi cemetery in Syria. The second lot on the southern side of the shrine was 

converted to a parking lot to prevent traffic congestion around the shrine and provide 

some space for the pilgrim buses to load and unload passengers. The third and the largest 

lot across the street from the shrine was slated for the construction of two hotels for 
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pilgrims, but also generate revenue for the shrine. Compared to the makeshift hotels and 

hostels throughout the shrine town that Iranian pilgrims have frequented such as the 

Shirazi hostelsÑ where some seminary students also livedÑ the hotels that the waqf built 

and planned to build were a lot more luxurious.  Fitted with modern amenities such as 

internet and air-conditioning, these hotels were, however, only one segment in the broad 

business portfolio that the Mourtadha family was building.  

The Clinic: Ever since Dr. Hani Mourtadha had returned to Syria and started 

practicing medicine, he had been involved in charitable organizations and initiatives that 

brought affordable and accessible health services and medicine to all Syrians. It should 

come as no surprise, then, that one of the many charity organizations that cater to social 

needs of the locals in the immediate shrine-town is a clinic run by the Sayyida Zainab waqf, 

where Dr. Hani Mourtadha did not practice but oversaw the staffing and operations. The 

clinic continues to provide a range of specialized services from childbirth and care to 

general medicine practices and dentistry at a cost higher than the Syrian state hospitals but 

cheaper than the Iranian and Iraqi hospitals. When I saw the clinic in 2010, primarily 

Syrians and Iraqis frequented the clinic, while the Palestinian Golan Heights refugees 

utilized the services provided by the United Nations and Red Cross. Out of the five million 

Syrian pound annual budget that the waqf had allocated for public charity (khayriyyeh) 

activities, the clinic worked with a 2.5 million budget.  

The Parking Lot: With the transportation of Iranian pilgrims firmly placed in the 

hands of a Damascene business man, Saib Nahhas, and his company TransTour, the 

number of buses shuttling over a million visitors a year placed a considerable burden on 
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the infrastructure of a small town such as Rawiya. The potential alleviation of such a 

burden, however, also presented a lucrative opportunity for generating more revenue for 

the shrine. Through his connections to the BaÔath party, Nahhas made his fortune through 

imposing an effective monopoly over Iranian pilgrimsÕ travel to Syria between 1980 and 

2000. Conceding fifteen percent of all revenue from the parking lot and half from the 

hotel to Nahhas, Dr. Mourtadha had forged a business agreement with him for the 

construction of a hotel and a parking lot on waqf property in 1998. For the following 

decade, Nahhas were to manipulate the division of revenue between the waqf and his 

company. When his accounting tricks became apparent, Nahhas paid off state 

functionaries tasked with the case investigation, so that the disagreement could be settled 

privately. To add insult to injury, according to Dr. Mourtadha, Nahhas further assumed 

the use rights to the land on which the hotel and the parking lot were built. Dr. 

Mourtadha expressed his fury when he recalled the Nahhas episode:  

We should have known better of course, but now everybody knows that Nahhas is an 
indecent, dishonest, and corrupt man. He is known as a thief in Damascus nowÑone who 
is overzealous enough to steal from a waqf! That is why the second parking lot is 
particularly important to us. And that is why this one we built on our own with our funds! 
 

The second parking lot located next to the southern wing of the shrine complex was 

completed after a four-month construction in 2009. Right before the Syrian uprising 

turned into a full-fledged regional conflict, revenues generated from the lot and the 

informal booths set up to cater to its users generated around two million Syrian pounds63, 

or around eighty thousand dollars a year.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
63 Before the Syrian conflict, 1 US dollar was worth 47 Syrian Pounds. Since the conflict started, the Syrian 
Pound depreciated 166%.  
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The Hotels:  Following the business deal with Nahhas that led to loss of revenue as 

well as land, Hani and Mehdi Mourtadha wanted to form an alliance with a Kuwaiti 

construction company to build two hotels. Because they wanted to reach out to Òother 

segments of visitors,Ó as Dr. Mourtadha put it, their proposal included a 5-star 

establishment practically next to the shrine, overlooking its courtyard.  A 3-star hotel was 

allotted on land behind the cemetery. Yet, both the increasing political instability in Syria 

as well as the Kuwaiti companyÕs shifting demands in the final phases of negotiating the 

contract, including a thirtyÑas opposed to the original fifteenÑpercent of all profits, made 

the construction impossible.  

The Cemetery: Opened for the first time in 1982, the Sayyida Zainab cemetery 

gained traction, primarily among Iranian and Lebanese nationals, after Dr. Ali Shariati 

chose the cemetery as his place of burial in his will. Following his burial, Iranian as well as 

Lebanese ShiÕa flocked the cemetery, with the numbers of burials increasing from 25-50 per 

year in 1982 to 150-200 in 2010. Not unlike the attraction of the Karbala burial grounds in 

Iraq64, most ShiÔi continue to seek burial grounds next to the members of the revered 

figuresÑ figures, whom the patrons themselves associate with the prophetic family, or Ahl-

al-Bayt. Because the initially allotted burial spaces filled up by 2000, Dr. Hani Mourtadha 

proposed to add 15,000 square meters of land into an expanded cemetery. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
64 Sabri Ates, 2010. ÒBones of Contention: Corpse Traffic and Ottoman-Iranian Rivalry in Nineteenth 
Century Iraq,Ó Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, vol. 30, No. 3, 512-532; Yitzhak 
Nakash, 2003. The ShiÕis of Iraq, Princeton: Princeton University Press. For an alternative account of the 
Ottoman-Safavid negotiations of borders over Iraq, Rudi Matthee, 2003. ÒThe Safavid-Ottoman Frontier: 
Iraq-i ÔArab as Seen by the SafavidsÓ in International Journal of Turkish Studies vol. 9. 157-173. For memoirs and 
travelogues penned by colonial officers between Ottoman and Qajar territories, and the place of the corpse 
traffic and the spatial development of the cemeteries of Karbala, see John Ushher, 1865. A Journey from 
London to Persepolis. London: Durst and Blackett and H. Swainson Cowper, 1894. Through Turkish Arabia: A 
Journey from the Mediterranean to Bombay by the Euphrates and Tigris Valleys and the Persian Gulf. London: H. 
Allen, 372.  
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 Although the land around the cemetery originally belonged to the waqf of the 

shrine, and although the waqf paid out of its own funds to relocate the refugees settled 

there by the Syrian government, the Mourtadha family was forced to buy back 10,000 

square meters of land from the state. According to Dr. Mourtadha, Syrian state officials 

questioned the necessity of such an expansion, arguing that there was a non-

denominational cemetery, open to all patrons, located only 8 kilometers outside of Rawiya, 

used by Sunni and ShiÕi Syrians alike. The officials pushed further that this cemetery had 

enough space to accommodate hundreds of burials a year. Only once the expansion was 

cast in terms of burial tourism for Lebanese and Iranian nationals and the ShiÕi belief in 

the value placed on securing burial grounds in close proximity to an Ahl-al-Bayt members 

and figures like Dr. Ali Shariati that state officials conceded. As the demand for a lot in the 

cemetery increased, so did the property value of a burial lot. By 2010 the cemetery division 

of the shrineÕs waqf was charging 2,000 USD for an individual burial slot, and 10,000 

USD for a family one, culminating in an annual revenue of 250,000 U.S dollars. 

The Cage and the Donation Office: Unlike the business ventures the Mourtadha 

family forged with crafty merchants, the office that collected donations from the pilgrims 

and the money the pilgrims themselves threw into the qafs as they prayed for saintly 

intercession and made wishes, was a less risky undertaking. This flow of hard metal 

currency and small bills provided one of the most stable sources of funds on which the 

shrine remained dependent. While the cage generated around 3-4 million Syrian pounds a 

year, the donation office amassed around twenty million Syrian Pounds.  



70 
 

With the growing architectural and institutional formalization of the waqf that 

employed around 120 people right before the Syrian conflict, the expenses too grew. The 

salary and benefits of this large staff cost the waqf around 50 million Syrian pounds a year. 

While the physical up-keep of the shrine and utilities for a million visitors annually meant 

a cumulative bill of 10 million Syrian pounds a year, another five million for the fifty 

members of the Mourtadha family that collected salaries from the waqfÑboth as stipulated 

in Mousa MourtadhaÕs foundational charter.   

As the mutawakkils of the shrine saw that the shrine faced an ever-growing bill of 

expenses, and an ever-shrinking endowment squeezed to pay those bills. Although the 

accounting division projected every year that 10 million Syrian pounds could be added to 

the endowment, every year the waqf ran a budget deficit not due to mismanagement, but 

rather unforeseen expenditures. The only time that their budget broke even was the year 

the second parking lot came into operation. Dr. Hani Mourtadha put it as follows: 

Mehdi and I thought the hotels combined with the cemetery and the parking lot could 
finally ensure the shrineÕs financial sustainability without jeopardizing the landed property 
of the waqf. The October rocket attack [2013] that destroyed the entrance of the shrine 
cost us 6 million [Syrian] pounds to fix. How did we fund it? We went back to the Saudi 
Arabian donor who had financed its original construction, but came back empty handed. 
That meant selling the last pieces of land that the waqf owned in DamascusÉ These 
construction projects were not meant to make money for our own good, you see? For that 
you need to see how the Iranian clerics and their seminaries workÉ To this day they [the 
Iranians] have not grasped that Sitt Zainab is not Qom or Mashhad, and Syria is not 
IranÉÓ 
 

Upon the invitation of the Supreme Leader of Iran himself, Dr. Hani Mourtadha had 

indeed visited the domestic pilgrimage destination of Iran: Qom and Mashhad. Given the 
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role for instance the Bonyad-e Imam Reza (Imam Reza Foundation)65 plays in every aspect of 

the city from its economic production in cement to food production in addition to the 

management of ziyarat to the city in Mashhad, doctors passing commentary on the conduct 

of the clerics points to the more precarious and negotiated existence of doctrinal 

differences in the Syrian context.  Dr. Hani Mourtadha, perhaps a bit defensively suggests 

that all Mourtadha efforts at construction and property development have been in reaction 

to a much bigger land development scheme mostly controlled by Iranian clerics and 

seminary officials. The doctor downplayed the potential profits of the hotel business, for 

instance, and continued with his argument as if he were talking about the operations of a 

university: the operation costs should not financed through endowment sources, 

particularly not by selling landed property.  What he casted as the efforts to achieve 

financial sustainability for the shrine, however, unfolded in contestation over space with 

other actors invested in the spatial transformation of Sayyida Zainab. 

  I have so far discussed how the Mourtadha family members, particularly within the 

pass three generations, have orchestrated a diverse group of actors in their architecturally 

and economically expansive plans to refigure the Sayyida Zainab shrine and its environs. 

More fundamentally, I laid out how it was through these regimes of patronage that 

patrimonial lands associated with the waqf dhurri have been rearticulated as landed 

property---still tax-free due to its waqf-associated status, and yet profit-generatingÑdue to its 

co-venture status with construction, business and tourism companies. It is therefore not an 

exaggeration to suggest that the Mourtadhas remained the major Syrian actors in a truly 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65 Bonyad is the Persian equivalent of waqf, although organizationally the Iranian religious charitable trusts 
particularly after the Iranian Revolution have transformed into for profit corporation that run many 
industrial operations ranging from dairy production to construction.   
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regional and complex story of refiguring Sayyida Zainab. Through opening their landed 

property holdings to real estate development and choreographing a diverse range of 

patrons in the construction of the shrine the family helped built the transnational career of 

the Sayyida Zainab shrine. In connections forged and failed in business, pledged and/or 

collected in donation, the family reworked their genealogically garnered patrimonial claims 

in the idioms of business co-ventures, land development and financial sustainability and 

helped build the transnational career of the Sayyida Zainab shrine. 

 In this section we have looked at the general anatomy of the shrineÕs political economy 

as one possible place to track how the articulation of patrimonial holdings in terms of 

landed property unfolded. It was not only the Mourtadhas, but also a much broader set of 

actors who were actively involved in the institutional build-up in Rawiya. It is to those 

other institutions of patronage that I now turn. In so doing, I have two aims: First I 

resituate the transformation of the shrine and the Mourtadha familyÕs role in it in their 

broader context. Second I tease out some of the minute contestations over space that 

animated the broader historical and spatial transformation of Rawiya.  

 
Institutions of Patronage: Seminaries, Hospitals and the Tale of Two Mosques in Set 
ZainabÕs Spatial Transformation (1982-2016) 
 

The first seminary to be founded in Rawiya, and in the vicinity of the Sayyida Zaynab, 

was the hawza Zainabiyyeh. The Iraqi cleric Sayyid Hassan Shirazi (1934-1980) founded the 

hawza in 1973. In their native city of Karbala, where his father himself was renowned as 

the founder and leading scholar in an important seminary, Hassan Shirazi and his brother 
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Mohammad Shirazi attained the status of marjÔa al-taqli!d66(translation) relatively early in 

life. As Laurence Lou‘r chronicles in Transnational ShiÕa Politics, the Shirazi brothers 

garnered the status of religious authority through their learned trajectory in theology and 

their patrilineal pedigreeÑ which includes several important ShiÔi scholars and make also 

claims to reach back to the Prophet Muhammad67. Not unlike other cleric and leaders of 

seminaries in Iraq, the Shirazis were politically active sayyids. The same political activities 

would lead to Hassan ShiraziÕs exile from Iraq in early 1970s, finding refuge first in 

Damascus. It did not take Hasan Shirazi too long, however, to turn his new refuge to the 

very grounds of recruitment.  Assembling other seminar students and teachers in exile in 

the vicinity of the shrine, Hassan Shirazi founded the Zainabiyyeh seminary.  After the 

stabilization of the seminary, however, Shirazi relocated to Beirut and travelled only on 

occasion to lecture in Syria.  

As the doctor recounted in the heights of the Platinum Towers in Beirut, soon after 

the establishment of the Shirazis in the shrine town, being a student in one of the 

mushrooming seminaries and religious schools in Set Zainab became a convenient way for 

many to secure permanent residencies in Syria. Some of those Òdisplaced from IraqÓ as the 

doctor often described them, could often stay in Syria due to these permits secured 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
66 The creation of the institution of the marjÔa al-taqli!d is often dated back to the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Understood as an effect of a major ShiÔi doctrinal debate between Usulis (ÔrationalistsÕ) and 
Akhbaris (ÔtraditionalistsÕ), the institution ushered by the ÔrationalistsÕ triumphed in formalizing a hierarchy 
of scholars (Ôulama). Top echelons of this hierarchy of Islamic knowledge judgment and interpretation in 
word and deed are reserved for a handful of scholars, who then serve as mara!jÔa al-taqli!d, literally rendered as 
Òlegal points of reference.Ó As one could assume, ShiÔis who do not attain the level of mujtahid (independent 
legal reasoning), are required to perform taqli!d or emulate one who is. That ÒwhoÓ that lay ShiÕis are expected 
to follow is a person referred to as marjÔa al-taqli!d. See Meir Litvak, 1998. ShiÔi scholars of nineteenth century Iraq: 
The ÔulamaÕ of Najaf and Karbala. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press; Sayyid ÔAli Hosseini 
Khamenei, 1997. Practical Laws of Islam. Tehran: Islamic Cultural and Relations Organization, 9; Sayyid 
Sadiq Husayn Shirazi, 2008. Islamic Law. Washington, D.C.: Fountain Books, 7. 
67 Laurence Lou‘r, 2008. Transnational Shia Politics. New York: Columbia University Press, 88-89 & 91.  
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through seminaries founded by Iraqi clerics. Not unlike the Hassan Shirazi, most of these 

clerics themselves were refugees displaced for different reasons but by the same factions of 

power following Saddam HusseinÕs seizure of power in Iraq.  

 
Figure 10: Map of the immediate environments of Sayyida Zainab shrine. Google Maps by author.  
 

In addition to securing permanent residency, the seminariesÕ ÒdonationÓ economy 

allowed Òthe students [to] live like kings,Ó as the doctor put it rather hyperbolically. In fact 

everyone, including the state officials involved in issuing iqama (residency permit), are 

happy with this economy. Because in order to keep residency permits flowing in the 

directions of those who most often populated these seminaries, those actors involved in the 

donation economy in Sayyida Zainab had to Òfill Syrian pocketsÓ within the state 

institutions in return. At the same time, the donation economy generated its own share of 

tensions. The contestation was not simply over the political question of national origins 
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and the status of refugees in Syria. It was also over the role of bribery in state development 

and broader regimes of patronage. Finally, it was also about religious differences and over 

the activities of various clerics and their Òtraditions,Ó displaced from Iraq and Iran, being 

re-territorialized and re-articulated on Syrian soil, where only two percent of the population 

identifies as ShiÕi. On her study of seminaries titled Following Sayyida Zaynab: Twelver ShiÕism 

in Contemporary Syria, Edith Szanto writes: 

Every contemporary ShiÔi mujtahid68 begins his fiqh manual, which is the proof of his claim 
to the marjÔaÕiyya, explaining why it is necessary that ShiÔis, as long as they are not capable 
of ijtiha!d themselves, must follow a mujtahid and marjÔa al-taqli!d. Each mujtahid stresses 
different reasons, values, and preferences, which carry wide-ranging consequences for 
conceptions of authority, leadership, institutionalization, and pious subjectivity. The most 
important mara!jÔa al- taqli!d in Sayyida Zaynab are ayatollah ÔAli Khamenei, Sadiq Shirazi, 
and Muhammad Husain Fadhlallah.69 

While the various Iraqi and Iranian clerics and religious scholars continued to move to 

Sayyida Zainab as a result of forced displacement or by choice, the number of religious 

schools and ShiÕa institutions of learning such as the hawzas (ShiÕi seminaries) and 

hossainiyat have proliferated in the pilgrimage town. Through enlisting pilgrims in town to 

collect the blessings of the saint for donations to their seminaries and schools, the clerics 

have also tapped into a considerable source of income that otherwise might have made its 

way to the shrine. What worried the Mourtadha family was less their economic loss, and 

more the theological contestation. The doctor relayed the familyÕs general stance as follows: 

Sadr, Khomeini, Fadhlallah, there were all the same to us really. We always stay away from 
tujjar (merchants) of beliefÑones who make a business out of religion and on top of it all 
are political figures. As my great-great-grandfather, Mousa Mourtadha stated in his will, 
Sayyida Zainab was the granddaughter of our Prophet, and as such this shrine does not 
belong to this or that sect, and we cannot endorse this or that cleric. Every Muslim 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
68 Any follower of any marjÔa al-taqli!d is referred to as mujtahid.  
69 Edith Szanto, 2012. ÒFollowing Sayyida Zaynab: Twelver ShiÕism in Contemporary Syria,Ó Unpublished 
Dissertation, University of Toronto, 56.  
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respects, loves and venerates Sayyida Zainab. That is why we ask our Iranian visitors in 
particular to avoid self-flagellation, do not hang Khomeini and Khamenei posters around 
the shrine. There is no room for extreme and divisive practices in a Sunni-majority country 
such as Syria. Every place has its own rules and customs. These practices I already 
mentioned, and caliph condemnation are not among those we endorse as proper customs 
(Ôadat) and belief (iman).  

 

Every group, as far as they were able, aimed at enshrining their influence in the very 

landscape of Rawiya. They built not only religious schools and dorms for a variety of 

students in the seminary system, but also hostels, hospitals and clinics that catered to the 

locals Ð including Palestinian refugees displaced from Golan Heights, as well as more 

recent waves of Iraqi refugees, including clerics themselves. The Sadr Hospital built in 

1993, and the Khomeini hospital built in 2002 were spatial testimonies to the fact that 

Sayyida Zainab has emerged as the new grounds on which different ShiÕa figures of 

prominence battled for hegemony through providing services to local populations miles 

away from their original centers of influenceÑ be they Qom or Mashhad in Iran or Najaf 

and Karbala in Iraq.  Maybe after all the doctor did not give the ÔIraniansÕ credit where it is 

due. Maybe they knew exactly how Sayyida Zainab was not Qom or Mashhad and they 

knew how to make use of that difference.  

According to Dr. Hani Mourtadha, the mushrooming of religious seminaries 

independent of the oversight of Syrian authorities have in fact positioned Sayyida Zainab as 

one of the most active sites of religious learning in the ShiÕa world and precipitated the 

increasing sectarianization of the very landscape itself. The role Iranian pilgrims, clerics and 

state-level officials have played in this spatial and social transformation was important but 

not as direct as others have assumed, according to the doctor.  
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 As we have seen in the case of the Iranian visitor Nour Khanoum, the 

transformation of Rawiya into the shrine-town of Sayyida Zainab was not limited to 

broader contestation over construction and collection of donations on the institutional 

level. In the day-to-day interactions too, the ritualistic differences between the ShiÕi of Iran 

and those of Syria have produced many cases of heated exchangesÑ such as the one 

recounted between Iranian pilgrims and the Syrian staff members at the shrine.  Iranian 

demands to pray within the main hall of the shrine, and the familyÕs continual refusal to 

grant such a permit led to first the construction of a mosque next to the shrine with state 

and waqf funds. Yet because the mosque employed a Sunni imam to lead the Friday 

sermons, most Iranians still refused to pray in that mosque.  

In response, through a collaborative effort of Iranian state-officials and some staff 

members of the Khomeini seminary in town, another mosque was erected in the 

immediate environs of the shrine. Built with a visibly Iranian aesthetic and staffed by 

Iranian muezzins, the doctor thought that Iranian demands to pray in the main room were 

over. He was wrong. The demands kept pouring in, leaving Rawiya with two additional 

mosques that filled only on religious festivals. Precisely because it was a relatively new 

location compared to historical sites of those aforementioned ShiÕi centers of religious 

learning, Sayyida Zainab with its underdeveloped landscape allowed for displaced clerics to 

move their institutions to Syria---some of which were banned in Iran or Iraq. Such a 

repositioning further increased the numbers of pilgrims visiting the shrine.  

Such exponential in traffic around the shrine came at a price for the Mourtadha 

family too. First, they have lost most of their donation revenues collected from the qafs to 
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those religious seminary students and staff members, who made a business out of asking 

pilgrims for donations on the streets. ÒEven more valuable items brought specifically for 

the shrine,Ó were claimed as donations by either the religious schools or even the hospitals.  

In the context of increasing competition over donationsÑwhich Dr. Mourtadha 

associated with plethora of religious schools and seminaries that ÒrecruitÓ donors on the 

streets of Rawiya, the shrine found itself Òforced to find different waysÓ of raising the 

necessary funds to balancing the books. With other social institutions such as the 

Khomeini hospital, the seminaries and the ÒIranian mosqueÓ claiming most of the Iranian 

donations, those different ways had to be something other than donations, Doctor 

Mourtadha reckoned. Instead of eating into their ever-diminishing endowment and landed 

property assets, the doctor hoped building a diversified portfolio for the waqf would finally 

render it financially self-sustaining.  

The contestation over daily prayer in the main hall characterized perfectly for the 

doctor the ÒIranian attempts to interfere with the governance of the shrine.Ó Although an 

unofficial policy of gender segregation already existed in the way pilgrims made use of the 

shrineÑparticularly when the traffic in the shrine got heavy in the main hall it was rather 

hard to maintain those rules of separation. In order to remedy this situation and citing 

cases of harassment by male visitors, Iranian women asked to divide the hallways of the 

shrine into two gender-segregated loops. Up until the day in in February 2012Ñ when the 

pilgrimage buses ceased to shuttle pilgrims between Iran and SyriaÑ these debates raged on, 

unabated by the many responses the Mourtadha family has given to the complainants that 

rejected gender segregation and daily prayers in the shrine.  
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Conclusion   

 

 Distinguishing the history of the shrine from the rather brief episode of Iranian 

pilgrimage to the shrine, Dr. Mourtadha places the traffic in Iranian pilgrims as one among 

many flows on the paths of Zainab. During the 1960s and 70s the Iraqis, who had 

Òexcellent economic conditions before Saddam,Ó as he put it, led all other nationalities in 

terms of numbers.  This was the first time, according to Dr. Mourtadha that Syrians 

themselves discovered the potential of the site, not only as one of religious veneration, but 

also as one of touristic attraction and economic transaction. Following SaddamÕs rise to 

power in Iraq and the reinvention of sectarian violence and political suppression, Dr. 

Mourtadha recounted, overall number of Iraqi visitors were to decrease one more time in 

the 1970s. Throughout the 70s and into the 80s most pilgrims hailed from Lebanon and 

Syria itself. Yet these shifts do not compare to the Iranian season of pilgrimage to Sayyida 

Zainab over four decades. Between the Iranian Revolution in 1979 and 2012 when the 

pilgrimage route was banned by the Iranian state due to security concerns in Syria, eighty 

percent of more than one million pilgrims visiting the shrine and its environs were Iranian 

nationals.  The remaining twenty percent came from Iraq and Lebanon. When asked for 

his opinion on the soaring numbers of Iranian visitors by As-Assad in early 2003 while 

serving as the minister of higher education, Dr. Mourtadha had recounted: 

I said to him, we should look at it [ziyarat] as religious tourism. One million people every 
year. If each spends about 1000 USD: 1 billion dollars. And we know from the merchants 
on the market that the numbers are different with the Iranians. How much they actually 
spend ranges from 5,000 to 10,000 USD. In other words the revenue generated by visitors 
of Sayyida Zainab alone is larger than that of oil production in Syria! In our plans for 
building of a parking lot and two hotels, and so forth, we were working with a projected 
capacity able to accommodate around 2 million annually. That was the plan for the 2020. 
The Iranians had their seminaries and the donation wheels running well. We wanted to 
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secure the financial stability of the shrine without relying on endowment possessions in the 
form of real estate.  In the first set of attacks on the Shrine, in order to cover the expenses 
associated we had to sell land in Damascus. This is all because the shrine has not become 
financially self-sustaining even in those heydays of the pilgrimage. But the seminaries and 
the hossainiyat (ShiÕi seminary), the clerics, they were another story altogether.  

 
At its heyday of over a million visitors with numbers projected to surpass two million five 

years ago, the very material effects of ZainabÕs visitation on SyriaÕs economy was palpable 

and appealing. Yet the growing share of religious seminaries and their patrons, according 

to Hani Mourtadha, prevented the waqf from ensuring financial stability, while their 

donations continue to flow, at least in part, to the recently established seminaries and 

religious schools. The steady expansion of the shrine as it was observed from the outside, 

only reinforced the conspiracy theories about the covert relationship between the shrine 

and the Iranian state, fueling a hermeneutics of suspicion: one that went as far as to suggest 

that the whole ziyarat route was an invention of the Iranian state, a religiously cloaked 

route to connect with ShiÕi Arabs of Lebanon and compromise the ever elusive pan-Arab 

unity. Whatever the account was, however, the Mourtadha family and their oldest 

mutawakkils were the ones who negotiated, mitigated and choreographed the transnational 

career of the Sayyida Zainab shrine.  

 The particular transnational constellation of regional dynamics in the Middle East 

that put Sayyida Zainab on the map of ShiÕi visitation animated the genealogy, iconography 

and history of the saint and the shrine in significant but selective ways. The selective 

constructions of genealogy, in fact made it possible to reimagine ziyarat as not only as an 

increasingly sectarianized religious practice, but also the grounds to rethink genealogy and 

patronage in the context of saint veneration. Sayyida Zainab that pulls the region 

centripetally onto itself, recasts the terms of the debate around genealogy, patrilineal 
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descent and political authority through pilgrims, heirs, donors, merchants, and most 

recently brigades that do not disperse from and venerate, but rather contest and occupy the 

grounds of veneration. 

 
Figure 11: The SaintÕs tomb and its qafs (cage) in Sayyida Zainab. Photo by author.  

 

The transnational career of the Sayyida Zainab shrine provokes a 

reconceptualization of not of genealogy in which we provincialize patriliny to rethink the 

interpenetration of patrimony and property through regimes of patronage. We could track 

this interpenetration particularly starkly in those networks of patronage that helped 

transform the patrimony of a waqf dhurri to a highly diversified portfolio of landed 

property in the case of Sayyida Zainab. Attending to the Mourtadha familyÕs genealogies 

and trajectories alone does not help explain the exponential uptick on the mobility on the 

paths of Sayyida Zainab.   

With a myriad of actors invested in becoming patrons of the saint in various 

capacities, the transnational career of the Sayyida Zainab maqam should compel us to 
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think of genealogy in more expansive terms: beyond the patrilineal pedigrees of prophetic 

essence and into the analytically productive and financial lucrative possibilities of 

patronage.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Roads of Visitation:  
The Ways of Zainab & The Traffic by and with Women  

 
 

Pointing to his sugar and tea, Metin Abi70 protested, ÒDo you know where these 

come from? From Damascus. On the same busesÑthe ones that carry your so-called Òpoor 

pilgrimsÓ(fukara hacilar).  They have money for Tefal pans, they look for Pa#abah•e 

glassware, and they are after Syrian lingerie. Who is the fuqaraÕ? They or we?Ó After these 

rhetorical questions Metin concluded, ÒThere are no haci maci (pilgrims milgrims) in those 

buses. I donÕt interfere in anyoneÕs belief, but there is one Hajj in IslamÑand that is to 

Mecca. These people are zuwwar (visitors). They are undertaking ziyarat. As they themselves 

say, it is both visitation and trade: ham ziyarat ham tejarat.Ó  

A relatively well-to-do merchant of the bazaar for over two decades, Metin Abi knew 

all too well that the Iranian zuwwar, those Òtourists of beliefÓ in his words, might not 

necessarily feel the need to compare the value of veneration and visitation against the 

yardstick of Hajj to Mecca. He also knew that other zuwwar might actually agree with him, 

if such a hierarchy must be asserted. Yet, the prevalence of MetinÕs views among the 

merchants of the Bazaar and the sectarian undertones of those views, show how this 

contestation does more than assert the Sunni ritual minimalism as an index of 

sophistication and purity over the ShiÕa. MetinÕs words also chart a moral geography of 

sacred destinations, routes leading to them, and borders these routes traverse; and he 

populates these routes with people and things.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
70 Metin Abi, a merchant from the Iranian Bazaar of Antep is one of the main characters in the next chapter, 
Chapter 3. 
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In this transnational setup, religious value emerges out of improvisation; it is not 

reducible to jurisprudential debate or exegetical exercises alone. Instead, both the debate 

and the improvisation play out Ð quite literally Ð over the gendered commodities that 

Zuwwar women buy (and his colleagues sell) and throughout the journey itself.  

It was in Osman and YasharÕs womenÕs undergarment shop in Antep, Turkey 

(Metin AbiÕs neighbors in the Iranian Bazaar) that Mona and I had met. A Tehrani woman 

in her late 30s and a film editor by profession, Mona had embarked on the journey with 

her family, primarily because, as she put it, she liked to travel.  Over a cup of contraband 

teaÑitself shuttled in the same buses that carried her familyÑMona and I discussed what 

she thought of the description of the route by merchants and pilgrims alike as ham ziyarat 

ham tejarat (both visitation and commerce). When the conversation steered in the direction 

of religious virtues of a route that is so enmeshed in trade and exchange, Osman and 

Yashar reiterated a softer version of Metin Abi, an older merchantÕs stark differentiation 

between Hajj and ziyarat. Like Metin Abi, they too praised the QurÕanically inscribed 

virtues of Hajj and dismissed ziyarat as a profane folk practice. Mona, however, had 

another view. In response to the merchantsÕ attempt to brush aside ziyaratÕs religious value 

because women also buy things en route, she replied:  

I find the commentary itself politically motivated. I mean, I am not even religious, but I am 
Iranian. And we are used to seeing things political told in religious terms. What does the 
Saudis building clock towers and the hotels around the Kaabeh do to the Hajj then? I think 
thatÕs the more interesting question. Why do you want my belief (iman) to account for 
lingerie? Does Christianity account for womenÕs use of undergarments? Or menÕs use of 
underwear for that matter? You buy your zamzam and prayer beads, another buys pans and 
lingerie. Because thatÕs what is good on this route. And the majority of the travelers are 
women. To me if there are bazaars around ziyarat, it means ziyarat is alive and well.  [It 
means] Antep merchants are alive and well, and everyone makes what they want to make of 
ziyarat. 
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Mona and I met again in 2014 in her living room in TehranÕs upscale Saadat Abad 

neighborhood. On the third interview of a dozen meetings with members of the Hosseini 

family who had undertaken the ziyarat to Syria, she explained more what she had meant by 

being Iranian en route to Zainab. As an example, she recounted her aunt Nour KhanoumÕs 

encounters with two guards in the Sayyida Zainab shrine. The guards prevented MonaÕs 

aunt from praying within a zone designated for temporary and shorter supplications of 

prayers (doÕa) and not for daily prayers, or salat/namaz. They redirected Nour Khanoum to 

a separate prayer room adjacent to the zone that hosted Hazret-e ZainabÕs tomb. 

Alternatively, they were asked to undertake their prayers in one of the two mosques built in 

the immediate vicinity of the shrine. MonaÕs aunt resisted. Joined by a few more women, 

she carried on with her namaz within the shrine, arguing that it is a common ShiÕa practice.  

In response, the guards reiterated in broken Persian that they were ShiÕa too, and 

that she was not the first Ôajam (Persian) pilgrim to enter the maqam. They reiterated, this 

time more aggressively, that pilgrims were allowed to recite supplications around the 

tombÕs qafs. They quickly added that the traffic in the mausoleum had to continue in order 

to prevent overcrowding and stampedes, giving each and every pilgrim the opportunity to 

have access to the tomb, to pray for the saint71 and collect her barakaÕ (blessings). Nour 

Khanoum, stunned by the guardsÕ comments, protested: Òa ShiÕa shouldnÕt stop another 

ShiÕa from praying anywhere!Ó The guardsÕ insistence made matters only worse with 

MonaÕs aunt and her supporters. In protest they decided to hold their namaz next to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
71  For my reference to Sayyida Zainab as a saint and the connection between ziyara and veneration of saints 
in Islam as homologous but distinct from the cult of Christianity, see C.S. TaylorÕs In the Vicinity of the 
Righteous: Ziyara and the Veneration of Saints (Leiden: Brill, 1999). 
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burial place of Dr. Ali ShariatiÑwho in fact wrote extensively on ziyarat as well as Hazret-e 

Zainab and Hazret-e Fatima.  ÒFrom the grounds of Karbala, to those of Samarra, to 

Sayyida Zainab and Sayyida Ruqayya, it makes no difference.Ó Mona told me, Òthe fear of 

Iranians is what we encounter. The Sunnis, the Alawite, and even Christians, everyone 

comes to visit, but they ban our practice of namaz in the presence of Zainab. That is unjust. 

We, Iranians, we are fuqare-ye harakat (poor of mobility).  

These dynamics, which unfolded between MonaÕs aunt and the ShiÕa Syrian guards, 

have been in the making for at least over four decades. For Iranian pilgrims, women in 

particular, the embrace of ZainabÕs route allowed access to a regional route of movement in 

an Iran struck by a poverty of mobility, as Mona put it. It in effect re-spatialized a viable 

route of ziyarat, bringing a previously negligible shrine in terms of pilgrim numbers to the 

status of a revered site among Iranians and the ShiÔi from elsewhere. While the pilgrimsÕ 

reasons for summoning saintly intercession varied and the movement continued to 

transform an already long history of ziyarat in the region, so did their ritual acts with the 

aim of offering supplications, venerating the saint, and bidding her to intercede in worldly 

matters.  

Yet, why did Mona describe the conditions of possibility for this pilgrimage route 

in terms of IraniansÕ immobility or poverty of mobility? Why would a folk commentary on 

Iranian religious practices take on such sectarian overtones in a bazaar in Antep? How does 

the motley crew of Ali Shariati, Syrian Lingerie, and Turkish glassware come together in 

the face of such restrictions on mobility? In this chapter I want to suggest that the 

assemblage points in fact a different modality of mobilityÑthat of arrested mobilityÑon which 
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the ziyarat route itself is animated, In order to get to these questions and substantiate my 

subsequent argument about the triangulation among the shrine, the border and the bazaar 

as spatial formations of the pilgrimage route in the dissertation, we must first examine in 

this chapter how the route that linked and in so doing helped shape them.  

Shifting our analytical focus from the formation of the shrine to the pilgrimage 

route itself that helped transform it, in this chapter I argue that the making of doctrinal 

subjects and meanings has to be understood in relation to the making of states and 

economies in the region. Neither here nor throughout the dissertation do I mean to 

suggest the Iranian pilgrims are mere by-products of regional political economy. Rather, I 

hope to show that the practices and meanings of pilgrimage are shaped, but not 

determined, by wider processes of spatial production. In other words, I insist that it is 

precisely by constant creative improvisation that crisscrosses between the seemingly discrete 

spaces of religiosity, sovereignty and economy that pilgrims, merchants, state officials and 

contrabanders emerge as such subjects and produce not only patrimony and patronage 

anew as we have seen in the previous chapter one, but also transform notions and regimes 

of economy and sovereignty as we will explore in the next two chapters.  

As I have touched upon in the introductionÑand discuss in greater detail in 

chapter fourÑtransimperial border regulations and attendant economic circumscription 

sedimented as two key mechanisms through which ziyarat found new articulations on the 

paths of Zainab. It is then at the intersection of political and economic regulations and the 

pilgrimsÕ improvisations under those regulations that ziyarat should be approached as an 

emergent form of doctrinal difference. My overall argument in relation to ritual is that thinking 
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of Islamic religious practice in these more historical, processual ways allows us to 

reconceptualize Islamic ritual. In this reconceptualization, ziyarat in particular, and ritual 

in general, emerges as a generative sphere of political and socio-economic negotiation, or 

what Pierre Bourdieu has called Òregulated improvisation,Ó72 rather than the reiteration of 

a hermetically sealed discursive tradition. I explore the implications of such a 

reconceptualization of ritual practice particularly for anthropology of Islam in the 

conclusion, but here I want to draw out how a historical and processual approach to the 

traffic in Iranian pilgrims might be the first step to break away with the inward-looking 

subject assumed in studies of Òpiety.Ó  

In order to advance such an argument, here I bring together three threads. The first 

section of the chapter turns our attention to ZainabÕs emergence as the emblem of a 

particular modality of womanhood in the midst of the Iran-Iraq war and throughout the 

period commonly referred to as Òthe cultural revolutionÓ of Iran73. Second, I turn to the 

devotional practices and the motivations that compel Iranian pilgrims to embark on the 

journey and describe the type of concrete ritualistic practices they undertake in veneration 

of Hazret-e Zainab in Damascus, Syria as well as throughout the journey. Lastly, I focus on 
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72 Pierre Bourdieu, 1990. The Logic of Practice. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 57.  
73 On the political and social lives of the clergy in revolutionary Iran, please see Roy Mottahedeh, 1985. The 
Mantle of the Prophet: Religion and Politics in Iran. Oxford: Oxford University Press. On the cultural revolution 
as well as the financial relations between the bazaar and the clerical establishment, see Said Amir Arjomand, 
1988. The Turban for the Crown: The Islamic Revolution in Iran. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Shahrogh 
Akhavi, 1980. Religion and Politics in Contemporary Iran. Albany: State University of New York Press. On the 
Iranian Revolution class formation, see Sohrab Behdad and Farhad Nomani, 2009. ÒWhat a Revolution! 
Thirty Years of Social Class Reshuffling in IranÓ in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 
29(1): 84-104.  For a revealing account of the revolutionary period penned by Ayatollah Hossein Ali 
Montazeri, 2000. Khaterat (Memories), www.amontazeri.com/farsi/ khaterat/web/index.htm (accessed 20 
July 2016). On pre-revolutionary imperial order in nineteenth century, see Ahmed Ashraf, 1981. ÒThe Roots 
of Emerging Dual Class Structure in Nineteen- Century Iran,Ó Iranian Studies 14, 5 Ð27.  On class formation 
during and after the cultural revolution, see Sohrab Behdad and Farhad Nomani, 2002. ÒWorkers, Peasants, 
and Peddlers: A Study of Labor Stratification in the Post-revolutionary IranÓ in International Journal of Middle 
East Studies 34: 667-90. 
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the Iranian pilgrimsÕ actions in the Iranian Bazaar in Antep, Turkey to draw out how the 

traffic in merchandise as well as the traffic by women remain central elements of the paths 

of Zainab.  

 *** 

Conceived in engagement with relativity and relationality in Einsteinian 

mathematics, the chronotope in M.M. BakhtinÕs writings emerges as a narrative device of 

measurement that discriminates human agency in relationship to types of space and time.  

More specifically, according to Bakhtin the chronotope operationalizes Òthe intrinsic 

connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressedÓ74 to tell 

particular kinds of stories. Whether it is the chronotope of the encounter or that of the 

epic, it operates on two important levels: First, as the means by which a text represents 

history, and second, as the relation between images of time and space in the text, out of 

which any representation of history and the chronicle of the history of its present must be 

constructed. In some chronotopes, according to Bakhtin, mainly in those of travel and 

uprooted modern life, time takes precedence over space; in the more idyllic, pastoral 

chronotopes, space dominates time. Specifically in relation to the chronotope of the road, 

Bakhtin writes: 

The chronotope of the road associated with encounter is characterized by a broader scope, 
but by a somewhat lesser degree of emotional and evaluative intensity. Encounters in a 
novel usually take place Òon the road.Ó The road is a particularly good place for random 
encounters. On the road Òthe high roadÓ, the spatial and temporal paths of the most varied 
people, representatives of all social classes, estates, religions, nationalities, ageÑintersect at 
one spatial and temporal point. People who are normally kept separate by the social and 
spatial distance can accidentally meet; any contrast may crop up, the most various fates may 
collide and interweave with one another. On the road the spatial and temporal series 
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74 M.M. Bakhtin, 1981. ÒForms of Time and Chronotope in the NovelÓ In (ed. Michael Holquist) The 
Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Austin: University of Texas Press, 83-84. and 234-6.  
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defining human fates and lives combine with one another in distinctive ways, even as they 
become more concrete by the collapse of social distances. The chronotope of the road is 
both a point of new departures and a place for events to find their denouement.75  

 
Below I build an ethnographic and historical account of the route of Iranian pilgrims and 

chart out the broader cartography of visitation and its historically sedimented 

denouements through its chronotope. By riding the buses along with the pilgrims I hoped 

to get at the aspects of (1) traveling while Muslim and (2) becoming Muslim while traveling. 

Encountering doctrinal difference within and across sectarian lines on the move made me 

approach what have eluded most recent studies of ritualistic practice and social action in 

the anthropology of Islam76. The bus gave me a rather confined public space to spend 

timeÐ often lots and lots of itÑ with a wildly diverse range of travelers who hailed from 

various parts, social classes, religious and political convictions of Iran. Sometimes they had 

wild dreams they had gone at great lengths to achieve. At other, they had nightmares for 

which they were looking for an immediate remedy. In others, they simply wanted to go 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
75 On the relationship between time and the chronotope of the road specifically, Bakhtin writes, ÒTime, as it 
were, fuses together with space and flows in it (forming the road); this is the source of the rich metaphorical 
expansion on the image of the road as a course: the course of a life, to set on a new course, the course of 
history and so on; varied and multileveled are the ways in which road is turned into a metaphor, but its 
fundamental pivot is the flow of time. (Bakhtin 1981: 244). On an alternative deployment of chronotope in 
anthropology, please see David Lipset, 2015. ÒOn The Bridge: Class and the Chronotope of Modern 
Romance in an American Love StoryÓ in Anthropological Quarterly, vol.88 (1), 163-185. 
76 On the concept of an anthropology of Islam, see A.H El-Zein, 1977. ÔBeyond Ideology and Theology: The 
Search for an Anthropology of Islam.Õ Annual Review of Anthropology 6:227-254; also Veena Das, 1984. ÔFor a 
folk theology and a theoretical anthropology of IslamÕ in Contributions to Indian Sociology (ns) 18(2): 293-900; 
and Talal Asad, 1986. ÔThe Idea of Anthropology of IslamÕ in George Washington Center for Contemporary 
Arab Studies Papers. On conceptions of religion in anthropology, see Clifford Geertz, 1973. ÔReligion as a 
Cultural System,Õ in The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books; and Talal Asad, 1993. ÔThe 
Construction of Religion as An Anthropological Category,Õ in Genealogies of Religion. John Hopkins 
University Press. For alternative anthropology of Islam, see Michael Gilsenan, 1983. Recognizing Islam: Religion 
and Society in the Modern Arab World. New York. Pantheon Books. For a critical engagement with conceptions 
of power in AsadÕs work and pragmatics of ritualistic action in Yemen, see Steve Caton, 2006. ÔWhat is an 
ÒAuthorizing DiscourseÓ?Õ in Scott, D & Hirschkind, C. (eds). Powers of the Secular Modern. Stanford 
University Press.  
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outside and come back homeÑÒjust for the sake of the journey itself,Ó as one pilgrim man 

put it.  

Indeed the bus might have provided a communal space populated by either friends 

or complete strangers, where people talked openly about a wide range of topics from 

doctrinal difference in Islam among jurisprudential schools, how ziyarat is viewed within 

each, to the current state of affairs in the economy and the exchange rates between Iranian 

Rial and Turkish Lira.  What I found along the aisles of pilgrimage buses between Iran and 

Syria was a great openness to discussion, conversation and reflection. As Kath Weston put 

it most aptly in Traveling Light: On the Road with AmericaÕs Poor, Òto ride is to listen, to listen 

is to overhear, to overhear is to wonder; to wonder is to join in the debate, often as not.Ó77  

What follows then is an attempt at sketching out the constitutive elements of the 

journey above and beyond the destination as the grounds to examine how pilgrims 

themselves operate the chronotope of the road on two important levels: first, as the means 

by which they enact ziyarat, encounter it as a marker of intra-Islam diversity as well as one 

of Iranian or ShiÕi communitas. More fundamentally I suggest that their operations of the 

chronotope of the road helps draw out the precise traffic through which complex social 

relations between notions of time and space are forged. And it is out of those relations that 

an inhabitable historical present of Islamic ritual must be contemplated, tried, and 

constructed. From the devotional supplications and their selective transmissions of ziyarat 

in popular guidebooks to the glassware and Syrian Lingerie and their attendant 

transactions, the ways of Zainab seem mesmerizingly entangled and inescapably extra-

religious with an excess of profanity to prove the likes of Mehmet Abi right about ziyarat. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
77 Kath Weston, 2008. Traveling Light: On the Road with AmericaÕs Poor. Boston: Beacon Press, 12.  
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By attending to pilgrimsÕ narratives of why they embarked on the journey and chronicling 

how they completed it through the chronotope of the road as conceived by Bakhtin, we 

can recover how there is a precise traffic to that entanglement. 

 
Emblems of Veneration: Zainab, Ziyarat and the Cultural Revolution in Iran 

 
 

   It had been two weeks since Narges; my neighbor on the other side of the aisle, had 

given up on proving to her mother-in-law that her fertility was not to blame for the 

childless status of her marriage with Armin. It was my first of two full pilgrimage journeys 

between Iran and Syria. On July 12 2010 and on a usually warm and dry day in the Meydan-

e Arjantin in Tehran, I embarked on the journey with twelve passengers. By the time we 

reached TabrizÕs main bus station, the bus was almost full with thirty-nine. About two-

thirds of the passengers were women and most traveled in groups of three, four or more.   

We were just ten hours into the journey, and all the foods prepared for the road 

were starting to make the rounds in the bus. I was caught in the middle of a conversation 

among five women of the same extended family. Given my attire of choice (t-shirt and long 

baggy linen pants and sandals) and my accented introduction over the microphone 

detailing my research on ziyarat practices and pilgrimage routes between Iran and Syria via 

Turkey, the first few hours on the trip were spent explaining myself to intrigued pilgrims, 

content with a figure of curiosity to break the monotony of the trip. The Hosseini family 

members, including their bride Narges, conducted the first of such interviews on the bus. 

Accepting the role of the interviewee myself particularly throughout these bus journeys 

developed into a method of establishing rapport with many travelers I encountered on the 
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road. To cast it in Kath WestonÕs idiom, that is indeed how I moved from listening to 

overhearing, and from wondering to joining in the conversation, or keeping quiet and let 

others do all the talking.  

Having dismissed her friend HadeyehÕs warnings about keeping her voice down 

while sharing such sensitive information, Narges continued telling her story with 

reinvigorated commitment, when I asked her why she decided to embark on the journey. It 

was only after three months of testing and various invasive biopsy operations, numerous 

trips to local imamzadehs in Tehran and doÕanevis (prayer writer)Ñvisits in Qazvin and Tabriz 

specializing in procreation-related issues that Narges came very close to convincing her 

mother-in-law of a simple fact: Narges was not be responsible for this ÒdroughtÓ (buhran) Ñ

the dramatic way Maryam Khanoum described Narges and ArminÕs four-year old marriage 

without a childÑblamed on NargesÕ infertility.  Maryam Khanoum asked Narges to do one 

last thing to settle the account once and for all: a ziyarat to Syria to venerate Sayyida Zainab 

and asking Sayyida Ruqayya for help in conceiving a baby. So Narges set out on the 

visitation route to Syria. Rather she wanted to collect the saintÕs baraka (blessings) to prove 

that the ÒproblemÓ laid not with her fertility, but rather with that of her husband ArminÕs.  

NargesÕ briefly sketched out story, the first one to be shared with me on a bus sums 

up the open possibilities of making the ritual of visitation oneÕs own. Cast even beyond the 

norms of informal or improvised religious ritual, let alone those of orthodox and 

increasingly sectarian theological debates over its virtues, roads and paths of ziyarat exhibit 

the creativity, tenacity and practicality of religious ritual in the hands of its practitioners. It 

is hard to deny that at first sight ziyarat might initially appear as the amalgam of various 
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contradictory practices in its messy assemblage of actors, goods and concrete spaces. 

Tracked from the vantage point of the road, however, this motley crew constitutes the very 

source of the diverse tactics and multiple possibilities of bridging the gap between script 

and social action in religious practice. This is not to say that Narges and others on the 

buses could imbue their journey with any value or plea to the saint with any wish. It is to 

say, however, that it is in the hands of the pilgrims and their concrete practices, and not in 

exegetical or jurisprudential debate about ziyarat, that we might find some answers as to 

how that bridging works, and more importantly what that bridging generates throughout 

the journey of the ziyarat.  

With sweets now making the rounds in the bus, the conversation got a little less 

heavy and topics shifted from the personal to the journey itself.  While talking about the 

route with the Hosseini family as well as with many others, the conversation almost 

without exception touched upon the figure that the shrine venerates: Hazret-e Zainab. 

While pilgrims from different walks of life in Iran explained to me how important a figure 

and source of inspiration (elham) Hazret-e Zainab was for all Muslims, most could not 

explain why most Sunni Muslims did not venerate her as frequently (if at all).  

The regionally contested genealogy of the very figure the shrine venerates was not as 

pertinent to understanding the route, I was repeatedly told over the course of my research.  

The source of the popularization of the route dated back to the cultural revolution, 

HadeyehÕs mother, Fatimah Khanoum, explained to me. ÒWhom were the Iranian women 

going to venerate in the midst of the Iran-Iraq war?Ó she asked.  Khanoum had joined the 

trip from Tehran. She treated it as a reunion of sorts with her relatives, in-laws as well as 



95 
 

her cousins from her motherÕs side in Tabriz.  What better occasion she thought for all of 

them to have that reunion and venerate Zainab.  

In addition to the sites of Karbala and Najaf remaining inaccessible for prolonged 

periods of time during the Iran-Iraq War,78 the strict quotas Saudi Arabia introduced in 

the immediate aftermath of the 1987 Mecca incident79, directly contributed to the 

exponential rise in number of Iranian pilgrims to SyriaÑwhat Doctor Mourtadha had 

referred to an overwhelming invasion that transformed not only the shrine but what the 

paths touched along the way. In addition to the regional transformations taking place 

outside of Iran, however, the changes within Iran itself immediately following the 1979 

revolution played a key role in the transformation of ziyarat routes.  

The story of one of the most-read womenÕs magazines of Iran, IttilaÔat-e Banuvan, 

the womenÕs magazine of the IttilaÔat publishing conglomerate,80 as recounted to me by no 

other than Maryam Khanoum is a case in point. The magazine was shut down in 1979 and 

then re-launched in 1981 under the editorship of Zahra Rahnavard with the name Rah-e 

Zainab (The Path of Zainab). Self-described as the venue for an unapologetically Islamic 

and anti-imperialist stance for the empowerment of women, the relatively short-lived life of 

the magazine Rah-e Zainab happens to be only one of the many forms through which not 
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78 On the Iran-Iraq war, notions of piety and martyrdom please see Ashghar Seyed-Gohrab, 2011. 
ÒMartyrdom as Piety: Mysticism and National Identity in Iran-Iraq War PoetryÓ in Der Islam 87 (1-2): 248-273.   
79 On July 31 1987 as a result of the clashes between mostly Shia and Iranian pilgrims on the one hand and 
the Saudi Arabian security forces on the other, more than 400 pilgrims had lost their lives.  275 of those 
killed in the clashes were Iranian nationals, 85 Saudi police officers, and 42 carrying other nationalities. The 
classes clashes sparked from the Saudi Arabian banning of the annual demonstration Iranian pilgrims had 
held in Mecca against Israel and the United States since 1981.   
80 Dating back to the 1930s in their operations, the IttilaÔat publishing conglomerate produced a variety of 
magazines including one specifically dedicated to women, but were better known for their self-named daily 
newspaper. Another daily KaymanÕs affiliated womenÕs weekly at the time was called Zan-i Ruz, roughly 
translatable to ÒTodayÕs WomanÓ.  
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only the name Zainab and her role in the Karbala narrative was imbued with new 

revolutionary rigor shortly after the Islamic revolution and in the heat of the Iran-Iraq war. 

More fundamentally for our purposes, this emblematization of Zainab also helped direct so 

many Iranians to venerate her in person in Syria. In other words, the paths of Zainab, Rah-

e Zainab referred both to the discursive path of the magazine following Zainab as an 

emblem of Islamic and revolutionary womanhood and to her literal road travel from 

KarbalaÕ to Damascus. 

The magazine featured many serialized articles, often translated from Arabic and 

shared in installments that reworked the Karbala narrative for the revolutionary 

circumstances of Iran. In addition to disseminating anti-imperialist and native womanist 

discourse, in these articles penned by revolutionary writers, journalists and activists 

heralded Zainab as a skilled orator speaking truth to power in the face of injustice 

committed to Imam Hussein and his entire kin family. Further, and perhaps most 

importantly, they highlight ZainabÕs role in protecting the surviving members of the Ahl-al 

Bayt genealogy and ensuring the perpetuation of the Imamate as an institution. 
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Figure 12: Article titled Zainab, the Hero of Karbala, ZainabÕs Path magazine, 1984. 
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Yet as Maryam KhanoumÕs best friend and travel companion, Negar Khanoum 

attested, the emblematization of Zainab during the cultural revolution was not limited to 

journalistic productions. Murals, posters and other artworks featuring Zainab rendered her 

a pervasive public figure.  ÒThe morality police for women were called Khahar-e Zainab, 

(ZainabÕs sister) for instanceÉÓ Negar Khanoum continued.  In visualizing and etching 

Zainab in the Iranian social landscape during the cultural revolution, no one has done 

more work than the painter Nasser Palangi, according to Maryam and Negar. 

Remembering how they first took interest in attending Islamist feminist student group 

meetings and subsequently making their ways in the streets, Maryam Khanoum remarked 

that they or someone they knew always carried a poster sketched by Nasser Palangi.  When 

I visited Maryam Khanoum at her house in Haft-e Tir of Tehran, she opened up her 

collections of newspaper clippings as well as images from those days. The one poster that 

gives her the shivers to this day was the one that featured Zainab carrying ammunition to 

the war front. 

ÒIt was tough days, and seeing a strong woman figure we already knew from the 

Karbala narrative indeed touched people, when it often felt like Iranians were all alone 

against all odds,Ó Narges Khanoum recounted with regard to the appeal of Zainab for 

young Iranian women. Yet, even within the Iranian national narrative, Zainab experienced 

changes.  From the all-pervasive emblem of revolutionary womanhood at the peak of the 

cultural revolution, Zainab was gradually domesticated as the ideal-type caretaker of the 

nation. Her birthday is now celebrated officially as NurseÕs day in Iran. The elevation of 

Zainab as a national symbol was not just a tightly controlled state exercise. Nationally, and 
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before the advent of the ziyarat to Syria, as Minoo Moallem shows, the deliberate choice to 

highlight Zainab over Fatima produced unintended consequences: 

As a cultural and historical icon, famous for her participation in the tragedy of Karbala and 
for her rousing speech at a time when the combatants were at their lowest, Zainab became 
a political symbol to encourage womenÕs participation in the events of the revolution. 
ZainabÕs story legitimized the participation of masses of young women in the events of the 
revolution and prevented their families from forbidding them from taking revolutionary 
action81.  
 

The revolutionary state did not rely merely on journalistic and artistic production to 

popularize Zainab as a particularly potent emblem within Iran itself.  Political figures in the 

new revolutionary order, including Khomeini, actively promoted Iranian womenÕs 

emulation of Zainab by undertaking visitation to her shrine near Damascus. In the article 

featured below, the freshly appointed Supreme Leader Imam Khomeini himself had 

detailed the virtues of women visiting Zainab and drawing inspiration from that visitation 

to emulate later in their daily lives.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81 Minoo Moallem, 2005. Between Warrior Brother and Veiled Sister: Islamic Fundamentalism and The Politics of 
Patriarchy in Iran. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 95-96.  
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Figure 13: ÒZainab,Ó Pencil sketch, Nasser Palangi, Palangi: Collected Works. Tehran: 1983. 

Although discursive emblematization of Zainab contributed to the figureÕs 

popularity in Iran, it was the stateÕs direct funding of visitation that broke ground for what 

Doctor Mourtadha described as the Iranian revolution in ziyarat: The Bonyad-e Shadeed, the 
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MartyrÕs foundation in Iran, initiated a voucher program82 for the families of those 

martyred in war to embark on visitation of Sayyida Zainab. It was thanks to this program 

that starting in 1984, around two thousand Iranian pilgrims weekly, mostly widows of war, 

were able to embark on the paths of Zainab. Even though the emblematization of Zainab 

and state-level encouragement of her veneration during the cultural revolution was 

unprecedented, the discussion of womenÕs sexuality in conjunction with ziyarat was already 

a prevalent motif in Iranian literature and Iranian scholarship on Islam.  

  

 
Figure 14: Article titled, ÒHazret-e Zainab as a Role Model for the Islamic Revolution and the Sacred 
DefenseÓ, Jomhuriyeh-e Islami, [The Islamic Republic). 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82 Further research is required in the Bonyad-e Shadeed archives on the voucher program and its selection 
process. 
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From Sadegh HedayatÕs short story Alaviyeh Khanoum to Ali ShariatiÕs Fatima is 

Fatima, the sexuality of Iranian women and their practices of ziyarat are mobilized for 

diametrically opposed ends. In the case of Hedayat, the sexual encounters of Alaviyeh 

Khanoum with a bus driver in Mashhad are curated to reveal the superficial nature of the 

pilgrim womenÕs piety and how the public performance of devotion and religiosity assumed 

in ziyarat is just a fa•ade83. For Ali Shariati, on the other hand, women undertaking ziyarat 

and emulating Fatima are contrasted with those over-sexualized and secular middle-class 

Iranian women84. Despite the drastic differences, however, what is common in both cases is 

the assumption that practices of ziyarat and sex should remain mutually exclusive. As we 

see on the paths of Zainab, Iranian women might not see ziyarat and sexuality as mutual 

exclusive realms of social action after all. On the road we observe the precise traffic in 

merchandise was central to how Iranian women differed from both of these 

representations in refusing the mutually exclusive relationship assumed between sexuality 

and devotion: it was in procreation and reproduction that they most materially intersected. 

That is indeed why a marriage or a baby was the emblem of those desires with kinship 

related wishes, hajat, from the saint.  

If the emblematization of Zainab allowed particularly young women in particular to 

claim public space and vocalize their dissent against the Pahlavi regime without family 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83 Sadegh Hedayat, 1962. ÒAlaviyeh KhanoumÓ [Madame Alaviyeh] in Alaviyeh Khanoum va Velengari. Pp. 11-
57. Tehran: Amir Kabir.  For a secularist critique of superficial and superstitious religious practices among 
Iranians, please see Ahmad Kasravi, 1943. Pendarha [Thoughts].Tehran: Payman, 3-4. (Also quoted and 
discussed in Michael Fischer, 2003. Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution. Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 130-33). For discussion of the relationship between piety and reconstitution of gendered 
notions of class and modernity in Sadegh HedayatÕs work, please see Minoo Moallem, 2005. Between Warrior 
Brother and Veiled Sister: Islamic Fundamentalism and The Politics of Patriarchy in Iran. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 71-73. 
84 Ali Shariati, 1973.  Fatima is Fatima (Fatimah Fatimah ast). Tehran: Houssienieh Ershad Publication, 2-3. 
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interventions, the ziyarat undertaken to venerate Zainab has also had similarly unintended 

consequences. Well beyond the statist rituals of welfare projected in Bonyad-e Shaheed 

voucher programs, Hajj-e Fuqara, in the hands of Iranian pilgrims has turned into a 

transnational escapade of sorts.  

It is precisely through the claims they made on the transnational route of mobility 

with a variety of means at hand and a variety of ends in mind that pilgrims produced 

ziyarat as a field of force in which different notions of religious authority, economic 

opportunity and political possibility battled for discursive and material hegemony. It is, 

therefore, on these historically sedimented and creatively improvised grounds of ritualistic 

action that sectarianization as a historical process unfolds.  What does that ritualistic action 

look like and what do pilgrims actually do to venerate Sayyida Zainab? I now turn to these 

questions.  

 

Roads of Visitation: Dard, Darm! n and Devotion on the Move  

 

The pathways of Zainab are not simply corridors of transnational mobility forged 

through political and economic deliberations on high. The travelers of the route are not 

reducible in other words, either to economically or political motivated pawns in a broader 

geostrategic game. Nor are they subjugated actors under the heavy-handed policies of the 

post- revolutionary state in Iran, as we have seen in the previous section. On the contrary, 

beyond reinventing economic opportunity and political possibility on the pathways of 

Zainab, the zuwwar have also reconfigured practices of visitation anew. This section focuses 
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on those religious dimensions of ziyarat in general, and zeroes in what moves the pilgrims 

towards Zainab in particular.  

As I explore in greater detail in chapter four, the religiously articulated motivations 

behind ziyarat and the doctrinally over-determined contestation over its permissibility 

constituted a historical bone of contention cutting-across imperial as well as national lines 

between Persia, Anatolia and the Mashriq. As Metin AbiÕs comments in the introduction 

of this chapter exemplify, the dominant Sunni dismissal of ziyaratÕs virtues often unfold by 

highlighting the overwhelmingly female profile of its practitioners and their extra-religious 

practices. It is then on both accountsÑthe overwhelming presence of women and their 

shopping practices---that ziyarat is reduced to an informal religious practiceÑas opposed to 

one that is orthodoxly established and textually sanctioned and articulated85.  But what do 

the zuwwar themselves think about the religious underpinnings of ziyarat? On what 

religious grounds do they undertake these practices? Is it really just sightseeing and tourism 

to them, as Metin claims?  

Nafiseh, a 28 year-old teacher from Tabriz, who took the trip to ask for Sayyida 

ZainabÕs help in conceiving a child, might offer us some clues as to how the pilgrim women 

themselves understood ziyarat and its connections to religious virtue. When I asked 

Nafiseh what ziyarat meant to her on a pilgrimage bus in 2011, she responded as follows:  

You know what ziyarat means to me? It has to do with seeing, encountering, cherishing 
someone that you have been looking forward to encountering in person. You know the 
Persian word didar, right?  At present you are paying a visit to me.  And I pay visits to 
family, friends as well as saints. To the person that I am fond of, the one I believe in. I 
know that if I go to that personÕs door, maybe, if they carry the virtue of God, then this 
visit will enrich our lives both. This is what they call ziyarat. I believe that if I partake in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
85 For the orthodoxy/orthopraxy distinction in studies of ritual in Christianity and Islam, please see D.S. 
Rice, 1955.ÒA Muslin Muslim shrine in HarranÓ in Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, vol. 17, 
no. 3, 436-448. 



105 
 

ziyarat to the shrine of Hazret-e Zainab, she will answer my hajat (hopes/wishes). And I 
enjoy traveling to receive the answers to my questions, hopes, and wishes. And if God finds 
that my wish is not virtuous, in that it doesnÕt have a good outcome, then it will not be 
granted. When God finds my wish to be virtuous, he will make sure it will be obtained. 
Thus I should not be discontent with any dard (pain, ache, problem). If it is God that gives 
me the dard, God too will show me the way to its darm! n (remedy.)  And with the help of 
our Lady Hazret-e Zainab, the most courageous of all, I might indeed have a chance to find 
that way.   
 

Throughout my research, I encountered as many reasons for undertaking the ziyarat as the 

pilgrims themselves. That said, finding a darm! n to a lingering dard through saintly 

intercession often lay at the heart of the pilgrimsÕ commitment to taking the journey, 

however one might have defined that dard.  As NafisehÕs comments make clear, however, 

seeking saintly intercession is not simply an opportunistic co-option of religious discourse 

for material ends that confuses the mediating saint for the icon of worship. What lies at 

the heart of the pilgrimsÕ desire to go on ziyarat might very well be a very concrete wish, 

like NafisehÕs motivations demonstrate. Yet the fulfillment of those wishes are understood 

to depend on GodÕs interpretation of pilgrimsÕ wishes as virtuous or not. The broader 

process of visitation, therefore, is framed as a way of connecting with God via the assistance 

of the saint, rather than worshipping the saint herself, as some Hanbali and Wahhabi 

followers and scholars would have it. As Nafiseh put it, it is the ultimate faith in GodÕs 

supreme power in deciding what would have a good outcome for whom and when that is 

affirmed in the process of seeking saintly intercession.  

The anticipation and the preparation prior to encountering the saint herself occupy 

the pilgrims throughout their journey. Through reading ziyarat guides on the bus and 

reviewing the guidelines for proper conduct in the maqam of the saint or by memorizing 

the precise supplications to be recited for each wish, pilgrims experience the duration of 
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the journey as a part and parcel of the anticipated encounter with the saint. And not 

unlike the recent emblematization of Sayyida Zainab during the cultural revolution in Iran 

the role Sayyida Zainab played in the Karbala paradigm is highlighted in these ziyarat 

guides as well as the recitations they learn and devote to Sayyida Zainab.  

It was with the Hosseini family that I was first introduced to one of the most cited 

supplications I encountered in my research. Following the circulation of sweets on the bus 

NargesÕ sister-in-law, Fereshte was the one who initiated a collective recitation of all 

supplications enclosed in a guidebook that she had picked up in Tabriz.  

As Fereshte announced that she would be reciting her supplications, the group 

dropped the ongoing conversation about the changing exchange rate between Iranian Rial 

and Turkish Lira. In the supplication, Sayyida Zainab is speaking directly to the Prophet as 

his granddaughter about the injustices perpetuated by Yazid, the Umayyad Caliph whose 

forces decapitate Imam Husayn in Karbala. According to this recitation, Zainab says, ÒO 

Mohammad, this is Husayn, the eastern winds are passing over him, this head has been cut 

from the back and the children are wandering. O my weeping or, O Abu ÔAbd Allah.Ó 

Addressing Zainab, Fereshte then recited directly from a guidebook: 

 
Peace be on the one whose heart cried out for Husayn, the oppressed one, the naked, the 
one who was abandoned on the ground. Peace be on the one who cried at the body of her 
brother when he was killed until all the enemies and friends cried with her; people saw the 
tears of horses drooping on their hoofs. 86 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 Also cited in Liyakat Takim, 2004. ÒCharismatic Appeal or Communitas? Visitation to the Shrines of 
ImamsÓ in Journal of Ritual Studies 18 (2), 106-120. 
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Figure 15: A guidebook on Sayyida Zainab and Visitation in Kufah and Greater Syria, by Abdulkarim Pakniya.  

  

The shift in the mood of the pilgrims with the start of the recitation of taziyeh texts and 

supplication meant to honor Sayyida Zainab was indeed palpable. The excitement of the 

road and the shopping opportunities that the trip opened up for the pilgrims gave way to a 

solemn recognition of the hardships Zainab had to endure. Some in the group would 

gently touch their chests and repeat the name of saint whenever it was mentioned in the 

supplication or taziyeh recitation. Another example highlights the oratory skills of Sayyida 
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Zainab as a learned Muslim speaking against the Umayyad caliph Yazid and her courageous 

ability to speak truth to power:  

Trials have driven me to address you. So plan all your strategies and do what you can, exert 
every effort. I swear by Allah that you will not be able to erase our memories, you cannot 
kill the revelation [sent] to us, nor can you reach our stature. You cannot wipe your shame 
off. Your views are totally wrong, your days are numbered and your people are divided.87 
 

It is through discussing, collectively reciting and debating the general history of the Karbala 

Paradigm, that pilgrims prepared themselves for their encounter with the saint. As others 

have argued,88 the ritual practices of wailing, weeping and praising inculcate and produce 

rather than simply externalize an appreciation for the saint and her centrality to the 

constitution and formalization of ShiÕi doctrinal differentiation. In other words, the ritual 

does not simply externalize an already formed religious conviction; it provides the 

conditions of possibility for such religious convictions around virtue to emerge from the 

very practice itself. Perhaps unsurprisingly, therefore, it is precisely through suspending or 

improvising with the regulations and proper conduct of ziyarat as outlined in guidebooks, 

collected through hearsay or emulated in collective practice that zuwwar find their 

connection to God. And most pilgrims I interviewed throughout my research position the 

shrine as a bab/dar (gate) or astareh (ÒthresholdÓ) to forge that connection with God 

through the assistance of the saint.  

From the very moment one walks into the shrine, as Fereshte recounted to me in 

Tehran in 2014, Òa sense of serenity and peace takes over [oneÕs] body.Ó As they pass the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
87 Abdulkarim Pakniya. [2009]. Sayyida Zainab and Visitation in Kufah and Greater Syria. Tehran. Cover 
presented in given image 4.  
88 Kabir Tambar, 2011. ÒIterations of Lament: Anachronism and Affect in a ShiÕi Islamic Revival in TurkeyÓ 
in American Ethnologist, vol. 38, no. 3, pp 484-500.  
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threshold (astareh)89 of the entry gate some women and men can be seen touching and or 

kissing the door in order to show respect or become closer to God. Often overcome with 

emotions, others around the tomb take turns in touching the gold-covered brass grid that 

encapsulates the saint. Some kiss the brass work, and pressing their faces against the grid to 

get closer to the saint, continue to recite their supplication. In addition to reciting prayers 

and supplications in her honor, and throwing in paper money and coins as a donation to 

the shrine, others linger in the shrine. While some women pray in unison, others find 

themselves a corner to squat and take in the serenity of the shrine.   

It is not only inside but also outside the shrine that most pilgrims continue their 

Òregulated improvisationsÓ with ziyarat: Some listen to a sermon or recordings of taziyeh 

recitations from a Muharram proceeding past. If one so chooses, a zair90 could also pay one 

of the older men and women who would recite the desired sections of the proceedings or 

the Quran for a small fee of ten U.S. dollars or the equivalent in Iranian tomans. Outside 

the courtyard, one could encounter groups of pilgrims eating food and drinking tea.  Some 

women even make their seminola-based dessert halwa on tops of portable propane ovens in 

the courtyard or right next to the pilgrimage buses. Halwa is the default dessert made to 

distribute to others in order to fulfill vows or to venerate those who passed during times of 

mourning.  

 If it is indeed prayer time, some Iranians will attempt to pray, sit around and simply 

watch others do their rounds within the shrine as well. Those trying to undertake these 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
89 For the Sufi origins of the word ÒthresholdÓ or astareh in relation to ziyarat please see, Dona Honarpisheh, 
2013. ÒWomen in Pilgrimage: Senses, Places, Embodiment, and Agency. Experiencing Ziyarat in ShirazÓ in 
Journal of ShiÔa Islamic Studies, vol 6, no. 4, 383-409.  
90 This was already said in note 13. Zair is the singular form of the broken Arabic plural zuwwarÑthe one who 
undertakes ziyarat.  
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activities inside the shrine will be kindly escorted out to the courtyard. And having 

witnessed the overwhelming traffic of people who pass through the shrineÕs main room 

that hosts the cage of the saintÑzarih in Persian and qafs in ArabicÑmost pilgrims will 

comply hesitantly but eventually with the guardsÕ requests. As we have seen in the case of 

Nour KhanoumÕs encounters, however, the praying time tensions proved to be a lot less 

open to negotiation and more charged for all parties involved.  

*** 

In her study of shrine visitation practices in Shiraz, Iran, Anne Betteridge writes: 

Rather than attempt to integrate themselves into the male pattern of religious behavior, 
women have become very much involved in their own forms of religious activity, which 
allowed them greater scope for religious expression and allow them full ritual participation. 
Among these activities are the preparation and serving of ritual meals, sermons recited by 
and for women, classes conducted especially for women and girls, and pilgrimage to local 
shrines. In this way, women, because of their majority occupation become key leaders and 
organizers in the community of the shrine91. 

 

The gendering of the diametrical opposition of mosque and shrine visitation within Iran, 

according to Betteridge, lies at the heart of the overwhelmingly female profile of ziyarat 

practitioners. Contrasted with the restricted spaces of the mosque, the argument goes, the 

shrines and Imamzadehs92 in Iran provide spaces of informal and lay religious practices for 

women. As we have seen in the previous section as well as in this chapter, however, the 

argument that ziyarat should be approached as the ritualistic practice through which 

women achieve full ritual participation without external or theological intervention fails to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 Anne Betteridge, 1985. ÒSpecialists in Miraculous Action: Some Shrines in ShirazÓ in Sacred Journeys: The 
Anthropology of Pilgrimage, E. Alan Morinis (ed.). Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 278.  
92 Imamzadehs are shrines throughout Iran that are dedicated to numerous descendants of the twelve Shi'ite 
Imams. On shrine veneration and articulations of doctrinal difference on grounds of ziyarat and 
imamzadehs, please see Sa•d Amir Arjomand, 1984. The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam: Religion, Political 
Organization and Societal Change in ShiÕite Iran from the Beginning to 1890. Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press.  
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account for the ways in which ziyarat has historically been a theologically controversial and 

politically calibrated religious practice. Both the theological deliberation and political 

calibration are tenets of the contestation I have already chronicled as it unfolded between 

Nour Khanoum and the guards of the shrine. As such, on the paths of Zainab, and outside 

of Iran, what Betteridge might describe as feminization of ziyarat is often experienced as its 

Iranianization. Once conceived as a regionally unfolding and doctrinally contested Islamic 

practice, it is rather difficult to reduce shrine visitation to an exclusively female space of 

ritual participation shielded from gendered contestation. Furthermore, undertaken 

transnationally, most Iranian pilgrims I have interviewed asserted that they experienced 

ziyarat not only as a site of building a community of similar religious convictions, or as 

Victor Turner would have it, a ShiÕa communitas with fellow pilgrims93. Moreover, on the 

paths of Zainab, Iranians and Syrian ShiÕi also encounter their intra-group differences in 

ritual practice, whereby the gendered binary set-up between the mosque and the shrine in 

BetteridgeÕs analysis obscures rather than reveals the vicissitudes of visitation.    

All this is not to say, however, that the problems and wishes (dard) Iranian pilgrim 

women address to the saint are not themselves heavily gendered. For instance, take 

Faridah, a 32 year-old textile worker from Tehran, whose wish to build a family set her on 

the paths of Zainab. She had first traveled to Syria to ask for Sayyida ZainabÕs assistance in 

finding an appropriate suitor for marriage. The journey, during which we met in the 

summer of 2011, was her second. This time, three years after her first visit, she wanted to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
93 On symbols in ritualistic action and ritual as process, see Victor Turner, 1969. The Ritual Process: Structure 
and Anti-structure. New York: Cornell University Press. On liminality and communitas in ritual, see Victor 
Turner and Edith Turner, 1978. Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture. New York: Columbia University 
Press.  On pilgrimage and ritual also see the volume edited by Dale F Eickelman and James Piscatori, 1990. 
Muslim Travelers: Pilgrimage, Migration and the Religious Imagination. Los Angeles: University of California Press.  
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give the saint her thanks for having efficaciously interceded on her behalf by sacrificing a 

lamb in the shrine town and donating it to the Zainabiyyeh seminary.  She was also hoping 

to collect the barakaÕ, blessings, of the Sayyida Ruqayya94 in the mosque dedicated to her in 

Damascus, known as an efficacious site for those who wanted to conceive a baby. As 

Faridah put it, 

For the past three years, we have tried everything. The past year I spent running from one 
doctorÕs office to another. I have prepared special aphrodisiacs following a few homeopathy 
recipes. Thinking that there was some sort of curse on our marriage, my husband and I 
even got a doÕanevis (a prayer writer)Ñfamed for his ability to undo curses on marriages that 
might affect fertility of either or both partners.  After all the doctors and occult specialists 
have failed in finding a darm! n for my dard, I set out for Damascus again. It was after all 
Sayyida Zainab who had given a husband. This time I hope that Sayyida Ruqayya would 
help us complete of our family. 
 
 

Sayyida Ruqayya and Zainab were two of the many ways in which Iranians, among others, 

have sought remedies95. Not unlike giving donations to the doÔanevis or paying a fee, one 

must also give alms and share their gifts with the figure of veneration, Faridah explained to 

me.  The multiple yearnings of women like Faridah or Narges and the multiplicity ways in 

which they sought to find remedy to those yearnings in fact were about making kinship 

material through ziyarat by claiming womenÕs authority over the exchange of womenÑthe 

marriage as well as over reproduction. In the next section, I elaborate on how those claims 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
94 Sayyida Ruqayya is Sayyida ZainabÕs little sister, and Imam AliÕs youngest daughter, who died at the age of 
four in YazidÕs prison. For an art historical study of the mosque dedicated to her veneration and its gradual 
architectural transformation partially financed through Iranian pilgrimsÕ donations, see Yasser Tabaa, 2007. 
ÒInvented Pieties: The Rediscovery and Rebuilding of the Shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya in DamascusÓ in Artibus 
Asiae, vol. 67, no. 1, 95-112.  
95 On remedies of modern psychiatric medicine in post-war Iran, please see Orkideh Behrouzan, 2010. 
ÒProzak Diaries: Post-Rupture Subjectivities and Psychiatric Futures,Ó Unpublished Dissertation, MIT. On 
practices of doing and undoing magic and their cures including the figure of doÔanevis in Iran, please see 
Alireza Doostdar, 2012. ÒFantasies of Reason: Sciences, Superstition, and the Supernatural in Iran,Ó 
Unpublished dissertation, Harvard University.  
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over kinship are articulated at the intersections of Sayyida ZainabÕs veneration and Syrian 

Lingerie consumption.  

One might argue that I have painted a picture too focused on the material journey 

at the expense of the spiritual one, and that in addition; ritual should be studied more 

closely in its minute actions particularly around the shrine as the ultimate destination. 

Critics might further suggest that my focus on the road comes at the expense of an 

examination of actual ritualistic action itself. And more fundamentally that I ignore the 

durability of Ahl-al Bayt genealogy as a historical trope in understanding the Karbala 

paradigm that serves as a chronotopic bridge between the times and spaces of the Karbala 

war with those of revolutionary Iran and the broader region as well as of sectarian strife. 

Others might suggest that I have ignored the more far-reaching entanglements of ziyarat 

with politics seen in the radicalization through increased religious practice and trans-

regional mixing of populationsÑrealms associated more with a traffic in jihadi fighters and 

less with pilgrimage travelers.  

As I hope to show in the chapters to come, the historical sedimentation of the 

pilgrimage route itself and how it stirs and reassembles nested temporalities of borders, 

shrines and bazaars constitute the focus of this dissertation. However, this historical scope 

and spatial scale does not mean that I will be dispensing with seriously engaging the 

minute details of rituals. We have briefly seen how a diverse set of practices ranging from 

reciting taziyeh citations, supplications, undertaking namaz for the veneration of the saint 

and collection of baraqaÕ, as well as sacrificial and gift donations to the local seminaries 

and populations, all belong to the arsenal of ritualistic practices associated with ziyarat.  
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The historical scope and the spatial scale of my approach to ziyarat aim to shed new 

light on the dynamism and specificity of ritual.  Such an approach allows us to move our 

conception of ritual from a self-contained and transhistorically fixed formation to one that 

is embedded in much wider social and political phenomena.  In the next section, I suggest 

tracking the traffic in merchandise and the motley crew of actors and goods along the 

pilgrimage route might provide one way of getting new  

 

 ÒHam Ziyarat Ham Tejarat:Ó Syrian Lingerie, Traffic in Merchandise and Traffic by 
Women on the pathways of Zainab  
 
 

Back at the womenÕs garment store in Ataturk Pasaji in Gaziantep, Osman and 

YasharÕs dreams to attract many Iranian pilgrims came true as of early 2011. Some of these 

pilgrims found it more difficult to bargain in Souk al-HamidiyehÑlocated in Damascus, 

and were told by previous travelers that the Iranian Bazaar in Antep had the better prices 

and higher quality for household items for bridal dowries. In Osman and YasharÕs 

womenÕs undergarment shop, the conversation ranged from the presumed ÒauraÓ of the 

lingerie models and the slippages between pilgrimage and tourism, to womenÕs agency and 

interpolation.  A Tehrani woman in her late 30s and a film editor by profession, Mona had 

embarked on the journey with her family, primarily because, as she put it, she liked to 

travel.  Over a cup of tea in the store, Mona and I had discussed what she thought of the 

description of the route as ham ziyarat ham tejarat. When the conversation steered in the 

direction of religious virtues of a route that is so enmeshed in trade and exchange, Osman 

and Yashar reiterated a softer version of Metin AbiÕs differentiation between Hajj and 
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ziyarat. Recall that in response to their attempt to brush aside ziyaratÕs religious values and 

virtues because women buy lingerie en route, Mona had pointed out the underlying 

assumptions of MetinÕs dismissive attitude. Her point of giving examples of other 

assemblages that seemed just as arbitrary and profaneÑthe 7-star accommodations near the 

KaÕba in Mecca or selling of zamzam water from Mecca and MedinaÑdrove home the point 

that there was something beyond religion that motivated his dismissal.  As Mona put it 

again, the recasting of a political problem in religious terms was nothing strange to 

Iranians. And even in the face of dismissal Mona ultimately reaffirmed the productive 

interweaving of the traffic in pilgrims and goods. As long as the traffic in merchandise 

continued and grew, she insisted, the merchants could be certain that the route remained 

viable and popular among Iranian travelers.  

 
Figure 16: A Lingerie and WomenÕs undergarment shop in Souk al-HamidiyehÑDamascus, Syria. Photo 
Credit: Reine Mahfouz, in The Secret Life of Syrian Lingerie. 
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Like Fereshte, Faridah and Mona, many pilgrim women have made Syrian lingerie 

and womenÕs undergarments, along with glassware and kitchen appliances, the most 

sought-after goods in AntepÕs Iranian Bazaar. For them, there was no ethical dilemma 

between why they set out for saintly intercession and veneration of Zainab on the one hand 

and buying kitchen appliances, pans, or lingerie on the other. In fact, once pressed to 

elaborate, some pilgrims such as Faridah would even say that there was congruence. If what 

compelled them to go on the ziyarat route at least in part was seeking saintly intercession to 

achieve marital happiness and sexual satisfaction, summoning other material means 

through which one could work towards that goalÑsay, Syrian Lingerie on special nightsÑ

such as the wedding night or an anniversaryÑwas a no-brainer. Whatever Metin abi had 

said about the ziyarat and its religious value because of contraband and profane 

commodities on its route seemed to carry little shock value for the Iranian pilgrims. For 

these women, religion and trade, valuation and visitation, consumption and veneration 

were intimately intertwined.   

 This assemblage and its various mobilizations ranging from MetinÕs comments with 

sectarian overtones to MonaÕs refusal of its very terms also illustrate how concepts of 

womanhood and gender remain as the emblematic discursive field for articulating both 

Islamic identity and its doctrinal differences. MonaÕs choices of comparisonÑ zamzam for 

Syrian lingerie and 7-star hotels in Mecca with the relatively low budget of the Iranian 

pilgrimsÕ accommodationsÑ are also telling in that she positions the politically over-

determined conjuncture of the region, as opposed to doctrinally predetermined differences 

between the Sunni and the ShiÕa, as the grounds for evaluating ziyaratÕs religious virtue.  
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Mona highlights how pilgrims too, not unlike the merchants of the bazaar, undertake a 

variety of personal, social, and political action on the pilgrimage route. Such multi-

dimensionality itself, Mona asserts, makes the route not less but more alive and popular, 

and hence all the more virtuous. The multidimensionality might not in and of itself index 

not a scriptually inscribed sectarianism, but rather the region itself. By contrast to the 

assumed referential relationship between scripture and ritual where the latter necessarily 

reproduces the authorizing discourses of ShiÕa Islam, pilgrims on the paths of Zainab have 

utilized ziyarat to lay claims to new routes of movement in the rapidly shifting political 

landscapes of their region.  

As I demonstrated in this chapter, various hubs, histories, stories, spaces and actors 

come together and in fact constitute the route or the ways of Zainab. In this process of 

singularization of the emblem of Sayyida Zainab, I suggest we could locate a rich cultural 

biography, a la Kopytoff.96 In this cultural biography of the route, a traffic with women and 

by women instead of a traffic in women comes to the forefront of analysis. Iranian women 

pilgrimsÕ patterns of veneration and visitation reflect an awareness of their political 

embeddedness within larger structures of state authority, a recognition of the creative gap 

between myth and ritual, and a sense of their agency in bridging that gap. In Iranian 

pilgrimsÕ mobility across Iraq and the Levant, we observe both creatively improvised 

invocations of Islamic traditions of pilgrimage and visitation, and claims to transnational 

mobility that belie a sharp distinction between religion and other realms of social life.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
96 Igor Kopytoff, 1986.ÒThe Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as ProcessÓ in (ed. Arjun 
Appadurai) The social life of things: Commodities in cultural perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
64-91. 
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 As the numbers of pilgrims on ZainabÕs paths increased, so did stories of 

efficaciousness attributed to Zainab and RuqayyaÕs baraka in saintly intercession. And yet as 

Mona so aptly put it, some pilgrims bought glassware and kitchen appliances, others yet 

Syrian Lingerie.  This was not something to be puzzled over. Instead, Mona showed how 

one could improvise under scriptural regulations. The messy social life of ziyarat and its 

compelling possibilities to bring ritualistic action to bear on immediate material needs and 

desires was precisely what attracted so many Iranians to travel on the paths of Zainab and 

helped generate the religious value of the ziyarat route itself. As we have seen in the first 

section of this chapter, the discussion of womenÕs sexuality in conjunction with ziyarat was 

already a prevalent motif beyond the Iranian Bazaar in Antep? 

 Yet how do account for that dialogical relationship between religiosity and mobility 

that unfolds in these historically and spatially contingent contexts? In her 1975 article ÒThe 

Traffic in Women: Notes on the Political Economy of SexÓ Gayle Rubin explored the role 

of women as objects of marital exchange across various cultures and times. ÒThe result of a 

gift of women is more profound than the result of other gift transactions,Ó wrote Gayle 

Rubin, Òbecause the relationship thus established is not just one of reciprocity, but one of 

kinshipÓ97.   

 Paving the way for subsequent research on the topic, Rubin called for analyses 

Òwhich might demonstrate how marriage systems intersect with large-scale political 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
97 Gayle Rubin, 1975. ÒThe Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political Economy' of Sex,Ó in (ed. Rayna R. 
Reiter) Toward an Anthropology of Women. New York: Monthly Press, 173. Also see Rubin, Gayle, with Judith 
Butler, 1997. ÒSexual Traffic: InterviewÓ in Feminism Meets Queer Theory, ed. Elizabeth Weed and Naomi 
Schor. Bloomington: Indiana University Press; and Elizabeth Povinelli, 2006. ÒFeminism as a Way of LifeÓ in 
WomenÕs Studies Quarterly, vol.34, no1/2, 438-441. 
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processes like state-making.Ó98 Gayle RubinÕs work has been taken up many scholars in 

studies of gender and sexuality and queer studies to examine how sex/gender systems lie at 

the intersection of personal, familial, state and economy related discourses and their 

normative regimes. Gayle RubinÕs emphasis on the objectification of women in this traffic 

has limited attention to their agentive role in producing that traffic, while her emphasis on 

formative relationship between that objectification and kinship has been dropped all 

together. In this line of inquiry, others have explored how sex/gender systems articulate 

these social domains without the constraints of kinship. Moving the object of analysis from 

women to gay men as other sexed subjects embedded in the same sex/gender system, 

Martin Manalansan IV studied how Filipino gay immigrants forge alternative paths to 

queer modernity and citizenship, while placing front and center the significance of 

diaspora and immigration as sites for investigating the complexities of gender, race, and 

sexuality99. As Povinelli remarks in a short piece titled ÒFeminism as a Way of Life,Ó 

RubinÕs methodological reliance on kinship and woman as objects of exchangeÑrather 

than agents of transaction and negotiationÑhave severely limited the reception of RubinÕs 

methodology due to its alleged presupposition about Òthe integrity of kinship as well as 

woman.Ó100 It might be helpful to remember Gayle RubinÕs definition of a woman 

paraphrasing from Karl MarxÕs take on black slavery:  

What is a domesticated woman? A female of the species. The one explanation is as good as 
the other. A woman is a woman. She only becomes a domestic, a wife, a chattel, a playboy 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
98 Gayle Rubin, 1975. ÒThe Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political Economy' of Sex,Ó in (ed. Rayna R. 
Reiter ) Toward an Anthropology of Women. New York: Monthly Press, 209.  
99Martin Manalansan IV, 2003. Global Divas: Filipino Gay Men in the Diaspora. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press.  
100 Elizabeth Povinelli, 2006. ÒFeminism as a Way of LifeÓ in WomenÕs Studies Quarterly, vol.34, no1/2, 439. 
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bunny, a prostitute, or a human Dictaphone in certain relations. Torn from these 
relationships, she is no more the helpmate of man than gold in itself is money.101  
 

Not unlike MarxÕs emphasis on the social and historical context as the key to subject 

formation in the case of a Ôblack slave,Õ here too Gayle Rubin highlights the conjunctural 

nature of womanhood and how it could be construed in a multiplicity of rolesÑroles of 

subjugation nonethelessÑto perpetuate the original set-up of domination. Insisting on the 

integrity of ÔwomanhoodÕ then does not have to come at the expense of attending to 

relational and contextual relations within sex/gender systems. On the contrary, for Rubin, 

it is by studying the laterÑthe relationalÑthat we could get some clues to how the formerÑ

the sex/gender systemÑworks in that particular time and space. We could now who the 

Iranian pilgrim is, following Gayle Rubin.  

In addition to highlighting the sacred life of Syrian Lingerie along the pilgrimage 

route, this chapter as well as this dissertation as a whole attends to not only the traffic in 

women, but also the traffick by and with women102. Through a study of the pathways of 

Zainab, I aimed to show how that traffic(k) intersected not only with state-making, but also 

with region- and religion-making. Moreover, through attending to this traffic in an expository 

manner as a chronicle of the road, Iranian women pilgrimsÕ subjectivities emerge as much 

richer, complex and in excess of the ethical and political projects that seeks to conscript 

them. To meditate on the aforementioned Rubin quote, along the route, the Iranian 

pilgrims emerge at times as Zuwwar of Ahl-e Bayt, and at others as JafariÕ Iranians, and yet 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
101 Gayle Rubin, 1975. Ibid, 158.  
102 I am grateful to Afsaneh Najmabadi for helping me think through the differences between GayleÕs traffic 
and the traffic on the paths of Zainab through this coinage.  
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at others as lingerie shoppers, aspiring wives of elusive marriages, and future mothers of 

unborn babies.  

In her attempt to lay bare the centrality of the sex/gender system as prior to the 

capitalist modality of modernity, Gayle Rubin herself suggested to move away from 

trafficking and traffic in things to a traffic in women themselves:  

The exchange of women is a seductive and powerful concept. It is attractive in that it places 
the oppression of women within social systems rather than in biology. Moreover, it suggests 
that we look for the ultimate focus of womenÕs oppression within the traffic in women, 
rather than within the traffic in merchandise. It is certainly not difficult to find ethnographic 
and historical examples of trafficking in women.103  

 

Critiquing the problematic aspects of the exchange of women paradigm as conceived by 

Levi-Strauss, Rubin suggests to think of the exchange of women as a shorthand for 

expressing that the asymmetrical social relations of a kinship system, where men have 

certain rights in their female kin, and women in turn do not enjoy and cannot claim the 

same rights either to themselves or to the male members of their kin. As Rubin observes, 

ÒIn this sense the exchange of women is a profound perception of a system in which 

women do not have full rights to themselves. The exchange of women becomes an 

obfuscation if it is seen as a cultural necessity, and when it is used as the single tool with 

which an analysis of a particular kinship system is approached.Ó104 They were rather agents 

navigating the politically and religiously contested terrain of bodily objectification on a 

transnational pilgrimage journey. As we will explore in greater detail in the next chapter, it 

is indeed the social lives and cultural biographies of materials circulating, or the traffic in 

merchandise, that allows us a way of approaching how the pilgrimage route is indeed as 
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103 Ibid, 175. 
104 Ibid, 177 
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much about tejarat (commerce) and the economic, as it is about ziyarat and the religious. 

And on the historically sedimented pathways of the ziyarat route, the pilgrim women reveal 

not only a discursive and material traffic in them but also a traffic in value with and by them 

as well. 

Figure 17: An informal lingerie and intimate apparel production facility in Souk al-HamidiyehÑDamascus, 
Syria. Photo Credit: Reine Mahfouz, in The Secret Life of Syrian Lingerie. 
  

This is, however, not to couple materiality with the realms of economic value and set in 

contradistinction to the non-materiality of religious value. On the contrary, what brings out 

the very materiality of ziyarat itself is the materiality of kinship itselfÑoften motivating 

pilgrims on the ways of Zainab for a family, husband or a child. The mobile grounds of the 

road claimed as a methodological orientation allow us to approach interarticulation of 
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these realms or regimes of value, where material and non-material elements play a role in 

the crossings across them as opposed to being defining features of mutually exclusive 

realms of economic, or religious action.  

 
Conclusion 
 
 

In this chapter, I have sketched out the road from bus stations in Tehran and 

Tabriz in Iran, through Bazaars in Antep, Turkey to shrines in Syria.  Following the 

chronotope of the Sayyida Zainab route, we have come to see the constitutive hubs of Hajj-

e Fuqara. But these pilgrims are not undertaking the pilgrimage of the poor, as they could 

hardly be characterized as suffering from poverty of material means. As Mona put it at the 

Iranian bazaar, this is a ziyarat route of those who suffer from a poverty of mobility. In 

chapters that follow we will see how the route itself exemplifies the historicity and 

dynamism of contemporary Islamic practice. By engaging with theological and diplomatic 

contestation over their access to Sayyida ZainabÕs shrine in Syria, and in the process 

remaking routes of mobility, markets and commerce, and the meaning of ShiÕism, Iranian 

pilgrims have in effect remade the regions in which they are embedded. In other words, I 

want to suggest that Iranian pilgrimsÕ regulated improvisations on the ways of Zainab 

helped form the region anew.  

 As I argue throughout this dissertation and particularly in Chapter 4, a historical 

approach to visitation allows us to see the shifting contours of ziyarat as part and parcel of 

wider processes of state and region formation. Throughout this chapter, I have attempted 

to offer a few clues as to how taking the pilgrimage route itself as an underanalyzed vantage 
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point to examine ziyarat could help us see the impossibility of neatly distinguishing the 

religious from the political or the economic. From supplications sourced from guidebooks 

or learned elders and shopping for merchandise of many sorts on the side, I have shown 

how the regulated improvisations of pilgrims are themselves generative of religious, 

economic, and political value. As I elaborated in the introduction, studying mobilities of 

ritual and rituals of mobility can help us break away from both the teleologies of earlier 

modernist accounts and the discursive scaffolding of the anthropology of contemporary 

Islam. It is precisely because it is impossible to ignore the contested theological, political 

and socio-economic grounds of ziyarat that examining the paths of Zainab provides fertile 

grounds to rethink the anthropological scholarship on ritual in the anthropology of Islam 

and offer some correctives to its attendant conception of subject formation105.  I elaborate 

further in the concluding sections of this dissertation on the implications of a processual 

and historically grounded approach to anthropologies of Islam. Here though, let me 

conclude by elaborating on what it means to assemble together the analytical arsenals 

associated with the chronotope of the road from Bakhtin, cultural biography from 

Kopytoff, and traffic from Rubin.  

 What I have tried to show is that the Hajj-e Fuqara is animated by the assemblage 

of Ali Shariati, Syrian Lingerie, and Turkish glassware under conditions of arrested mobility.  

Following Lara Deeb, I tried to offer a more ethnographically grounded analysis of the 

relationship between practices of piety and politics and how we might incorporate 

transnational feminist analyses Ðespecially analyses of transnational discourses on gender, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
105 I explore the implications of such an approach for anthropology of Islam in the conclusion of the 
dissertation. 
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sexuality and IslamÑto understand the pathways of Zainab between Iran and Syria. 

Through the chronotope of the road, it becomes apparent that not only transnational 

discursive contexts, but also the materiality of transnational journeys are critical to the ways 

in which Óthe stakes of pietyÓ106 are articulated socially and spatially in the Middle East. If 

Òthe stakes of pietyÓ have been raised in the contemporary world in general and in the 

Middle East in particular, they cannot be adequately addressed in static and 

methodologically nationalist analytical frames. Tracking the routeÕs traffic in pilgrims and 

goods allows us to see how it links a variety of spaces, places, times and histories, goods, 

gifts and commodities, and last but not least actions and actors together. Along the way, 

the contingencies of ritual and the generative force of pilgrimsÕ maneuvers and desires are 

illuminated.  

We have already explored in Chapter 1 how the increasing number of Iranian 

pilgrims on the route from Iran to Syria via Turkey have transformed regimes of patronage 

and the spatial architecture of the shrine and the village it was located in. We now turn to 

how the historically sedimented pathways of Zainab have intersected with the projects of 

delimiting formal economies and realities of contraband commerce.  

 

 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
106  Lara Deeb, 2009. ÒPiety Politics and the role of a transnational feminist analysisÓ in Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute vol. 15, 112-126. On Sayyida Zainab and mourning practices during Muharram, please 
see Lara Deeb, 2005. ÒFrom Mourning to Activism: Sayyedeh Zaynab, Lebanese ShiÔi Women, and the 
Transformation of Ashura,Ó in The Women of Karbala, ed. Kamran Aghaie (Austin: University of Texas Press), 
242, 255-258.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

The Iranian Bazaar of Antep:  
Merchants, Commodities and Formalities in a Fugitive Market 

  

If chapter one has looked at the relationship between genealogy and patronage 

through a study of patrimony and property as animated by the route itself, in this chapter I 

want to explore the relationship between the ziyarat route and contraband. More abstractly 

the chapter deals with the role contraband plays in not deformation but rather formation 

of a national economy: namely, both as a rhetorical exclusion to be sidelined as the 

constitutive outside, while remaining a needed element of its material constitution.  

This chapter argues that a historical approach to circuits of commodity trade might 

give us new analytical purchase, not only on the transformations of sovereignty and 

borders107, but also on those of economy and markets. On both accounts, I suggest, 

examining contraband helps us recover the state and the household as constitutive outsides 

to what will at a particular conjuncture be deemed as formal political economy. 

Contraband, far from being a novel yet marginal by-product late capitalism and the 

deformation of the nation-state under neoliberal restructuring, emerges as a central tenet 

to the constitution of markets and formation of states on the paths of Zainab. If the 

contraband is rhetorically built as outside of formal economy and reinforced through state 

surveillance and policing, I suggest the exclusions of the state and the household from the 

sphere of the economy need to examined to unravel how the formation of a highly 

circumscribed notion of a national economy:  precisely through recapitalizing those 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
107 I explore the constitutive relationship between the route and state formation in pilgrim and merchant 
mobility across the Syria-Turkey border in the following chapter.  
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exclusions, visible starkly in the case of ka•ak between Iran, Turkey and Syria. In other 

words, the more abstract argument of the chapter is that the formalization of the market is 

predicated upon two formative exclusions: the state and the household108. On the 

relationship between that double-exclusion and its relationship to formation of the 

economy, Mitchell writes:  

If the economy cannot exist apart from its modes of regulation and representation, it is not 
clear that these modes can be excluded from the definition of the economy. If capital, for 
example, exists in the form of private property and property can only exist as a certain 
structure of legal and political relationships, then these relationships are not something 
outside of or separate from the economy. It is not clear, in other words, the state does form 
an exterior, non-economic sphere, defining the limits of the economy.  The geopolitical 
aspect of the state offers another example: the borders of the state do not in fact contain 
the economy, for economic powers and relations often extend beyond the geographical 
limit that represents the imaginary space of an economy. The border is just a mode of 
intervening in and representing certain larger economic relations. Neither the economy 
nor the state forms a self-contained, freestanding sphere109.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
108 Timothy Mitchell, 1998.ÒFixing the EconomyÓ in Cultural Studies, 12:1 88. Mitchell writes, Òthe household 
marks another boundary of the economy, the one where monetary relations cease and the private of family 
sphere begins. Yet this boundary is as uncertain as that represented by the state. In the first place, the 
functioning of the economy depends on ÔexternalizingÕ the costs of reproducing the labor force, by having 
domestic labor performed without pay. What is organized and represented as external and secondary is 
actually central to the continued existence of a capitalist and monetary economy. A large body of feminist 
scholarship associated with studies of the domestic sphere and the household have already marked the 
constitutive relationship between production and reproduction, and gendering of productive labor and value 
since EngelsÕ writings on the family.  For productive analyses of household economies in anthropology of the 
Middle East, please see Martha Mundy, 1996. Domestic Government: Kinship, Community and Polity in North 
Yemen. London: I.B. Tauris; David Crawford, 2008. Moroccan Households in the World Economy: Labor and 
Inequality in a Berber Village. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press. On feminist approaches to 
economic anthropology and anthropology of capitalism, please see Laura Bear, Karen Ho and Sylvia 
Yanagisako, 2015. ÒGenerating CapitalismÓ in Theorizing the Contemporary, Cultural Anthropology 
website. Accessed: March 31, 2015, https://culanth.org/fieldsights/650-generating-capitalism. In economic 
theory, please see Elizabeth Katz, 1997. ÒThe Intra-Household Economics of Voice and ExitÓ in Feminist 
Economics 3(3), 25-46. Here KatzÕs very title recalls a critical and feminist reworking of Albert HirschmanÕs 
1978 article ÒExit, Voice, and the StateÓ in World Politics 31.1, 90-107.  
109 Timothy Mitchell, 1998. ÒFixing the EconomyÓ in Cultural Studies, 12:1, pp.92-93. On Markets and 
Economy, also see Callon, M. 1998. The Laws of Markets. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.  Michel Callon and 
Koray Caliskan, 2009. ÒEconomization, part 1: Shifting attention from the economy towards processes of 
economizationÓ in Economy and Society 38:3, 369-398. Michel Callon and Koray Caliskan, 2010. 
ÒEconomization, part 2: a research programme for the study of marketsÓ in Economy and Society 39:1, p. 1-32.  
Another productive exchange on performativity in markets and the economy specifically see Judith Butler, 
2010. ÒPerformative AgencyÓ in Journal of Cultural Economy 3:2, pp. 147-161. Michel Callon, 2010. 
ÒPerformativity, Misfires and PoliticsÓ in Journal of Cultural Economy 3:2, 163-169.  
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In what follows, I will argue, in a similar vein to MitchellÕs thinking, that 

contraband in particular and informal economic action in general remain central to the 

perpetuations of a capitalist and monetary economy. I first discuss the business practices of 

a merchant from the Bazaar who combines the formal business of selling glassware and 

kitchen appliances to Iranian pilgrims with the informal business of selling contraband tea, 

sugar and cigarettes to the Antep locals. Second, I move our discussion to the spatial 

transformations of Antep particularly after the wave of industrialization over three decades 

between 1950s and 70s.  Here I draw out the mutually constitutive relationship between 

urban transformation and informal market formation. Third and last, I bring the 

merchants and the market formation threads together on the grounds of an arcade in the 

bazaar. Here I zoom into the stories of two self-described organic businessmen in the bazaar 

who discovered the value of Syrian lingerie and the possibilities of formalization in their 

business aspirations and shortly after lose those aspirations to the ebb of Iranian pilgrims 

during the Syrian War. 

 From commodities produced domestically and smuggled back into the country to 

evade heavy taxation like the Kent cigarettes between Iran and Turkey, to women peddlers 

in Antep and in the region, circuits of the Iranian Bazaar provide us with a view of the 

ways in which contraband itself is organized and represented as external and secondary to 

formal economies, yet in reality remain primary and central to the constitutions of markets 

and economies. Contraband commodities are particularly productive to think with in a 

bazaar that brings together merchants and pilgrims, cigarettes and Lingerie, expanded gas 

tanks and modified hatchbacks. They chart out the ways in which the exclusions involved 
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in circumscribing the economy as national in scale also generate a world of markets where 

merchants, customers, vendors and pilgrims combine formal and informal, on-the-record 

and off-the-record transactions. One final implication of my argument about contraband 

being central to constitution of economies and territories is that we need to decouple the 

link assumed between bazaars as pre-capitalized spaces of economic exchange on the one 

hand and informality as a cultural or historically residual practice, or alternatively one that 

is governed not by excess of information but rather by its scarcity on the other. The careers 

of many commodities as ka•ak goods between Iran, Turkey and Syria and the careers of the 

merchants who moved them might give us a few clues as to how to exploit the decoupling 

for material ends.  

 
Many Careers of Contraband in TurkeyÕs Bazaars: A Feryatname over Ka•ak (1932)  
 

 
On December 17, 1932, just short of a decade after the founding of the Republic of 

Turkey and a little over twelve years after the establishment of the French Mandate in 

Syria, the Turkish daily Cumhuriyet ran on its front page a letter of lamentationÑa 

feryatname in Ottoman Turkish. A textile merchant from MardinÑa small-size border town, 

located 300 kilometers west of Gaziantep, had addressed his letter directly to the editor-in-

chief of the newspaper. The letter110 had made such a strong impression on the editorial 

team of the daily that the renowned journalist and public intellectual Yunus Nadi devoted 

his first-page editorial to this ÒcitizenÕs lament.Ó Nadi prefaced his article by highlighting 

that the letter had vividly illustrated the ÔworrisomeÕ conditions of the Turkey/Syria border 

on the livelihoods of many citizens of the region:  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
110 ÒA CitizenÕs LamentÓ in Cumhuriyet, December 17,1932. Digital Archives, Accessed: September 2014.  
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The other side of the border, in other words 1.7 meters away from it, is full of warehouses 
stocked with contraband goods. The situation has gone so far that a contraband merchant 
guarantees to deliver the ordered goods to anywhere the client wants on the other side of 
the border, and does so with a 25% down payment. This guarantee is better understood 
probably as a deal offered from the Syrian side [of the border] to our contraband 
merchants. By observing this level of safety, envied even in the most orderly of countries, 
we could easily conclude that contraband commerce has emerged as the natural form of 
trade across our southern bordersÑand a natural form without precedence anywhere at 
that.   
 

The letter was indeed a moving lamentation. Its author was too shy to plead for help, but 

not too shy to name the names in what he saw as a calamity that had befallen upon his 

business and his career as a merchant: ka•ak goods and their merchants111. Abdulrahman 

Veli ‚elebizade, the textile merchant of Mardin, found himself writing the letter from 

SivasÑa provincial town in central Anatolia, where he was looking for employment. 

Writing from Sivas, he was 350 miles away from home. As he recounted his story of 

bankruptcy, ‚elebizade remained worried not only about his and his familyÕs Òwell-being,Ó 

but also about that of the newly founded country of the Republic of Turkey: 

Everyone knows of those who instead of defending the law of the state have amassed built 
large amounts of capital through trade across the border. Even before we get to these 
characters, [we should also mention] the women peddlers who are responsible for the 
perpetuation of contraband commerce within the city of Mardin. These women buy 
contraband goods from the merchants. They go in and out of everyoneÕs house. Yet, any of 
these women being caught, while selling their contraband goods, is unheard of. An upright 
merchant and an artisan with integrity like myself, on the other hand, is ruined and driven 
out of business for trying to sell the cloths and fabrics I have brought from Istanbul after a 
thousand problems [encountered,] and a thousand assurances [given].  

 
‚elebizade Õs lament was, however, not only over the situation of the patriotic merchants 

caught up in the newly established and ineffective supply chains and formal procedures. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
111 Ka•ak in Turkish, and Ghachagh in Persian, means smuggled or contraband goods. Because it is derived 
from the verb to run away, flee, seek refuge, often in the face of the obligations of a social contract being 
bridgedÑbe it in the case of trade and tariffs that make the formal national economies, or in that of 
compulsory service military service for all male citizens of Turkey. A broader category of in state and media 
discourse is kayõt dõ&õ or literally off-the-record economy that includes a much larger range of practices in what 
is deemed as informal economies, but often includes also the tax revenues lost in contraband trade as part of 
the aforementioned off-the-record economy.  
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‚elebizade Õs letter laid out how people in the former hinterlands of the Levant had to 

cope with costly and impractical supply routes of staple goods along the newly drawn 

border, such as in Mardin, where ‚elebizade hailed from, but also in Antep and Urfa. The 

lament was all the more hard-hitting as one of a tax-paying merchant, outcompeted and 

driven out of business by the ka•ak•õ (smuggler; contraband merchant), personified in 

‚elebizade Õs story by the figure of the boh•aci kadõn (woman peddler of contraband goods). 

 With his days of commercial success and material wealth in Mardin now a distant 

memory ruptured by the advent of the Syria/Turkey border and its ka•ak markets, 

‚elebizade Õs lament was also for Òthose years when [he] paid one thousand lirasÓ to the 

Turkish Republic in taxes. Curiously enough, ‚elebizade held the ÒgreedÓ of women 

peddlers112, as opposed to the newly formed customs and taxation regimes in Turkey, 

responsible for his fall from Eden. To hold accountable those women and the ones who 

supplied them with contraband goods, ‚elebizade had already set his eyes on a deterrent 

punishment mechanism: the newly established Courts of Independence (Istiklal 

Mahkemeleri)Ñoriginally conceived to try and convict Òcounter-revolutionaryÓ forces, 

following World War I. ‚elebizade ended his lamentation with an enthusiastically 

Ôpatriotic,Õ if not opportunistically nationalistic, call for the state execution of ka•ak•õ 

(contraband merchant/smuggler) along with asker ka•a$õ (fugitives from compulsory 

military service; army defectors). ‚elebizadeÕs declaration of economic treachery is equated 

with political treason is not only illuminative of the force a newly dominant nationalist 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 The figure of the boh•acõ kadõn, the woman peddler, although not the focus of this chapter, reveals not only 
the gendered anxieties of the newly founded Republic of Turkey in 1930s, as exemplified by ‚elebizadeÕs 
vilification of these women. It more remarkably shows that contraband networks turn the exclusions of the 
formal economy to unexplored means to generative economic value: By crosscutting between the seemingly 
separate realms of the marketplace and the household, the boh•aci kadin make it possible for contraband to 
make its way into the very houses of consumers.  
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imaginary acquired over less than a decade after independence in Turkey. Furthermore, it 

gives us a glimpse into the semantic domain of ka•ak itself: show how fleeing from 

obligations being fugitive in the face of law and legal obligations of citizenship ranging 

from lawful economic transactions to military service is precisely what connects the two 

actions of treason or treachery in the dominant nationalist idiom of Republic Turkey. 

 
Figure 18: ÒFeryatnameÓ in Cumhuriyet, 17 December 1931. Front page, Cumhuriyet Digital Archives 
 
 
That same nationalist imaginary was in fact behind much more than the equation political 

and economic transgression with treason or treachery. Particularly in Kurdish-majority 

areas and border zones under ongoing negotiations at the time with the French and British 
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mandate regimes will be accompanied by massive semantic and construction operations.  

The transformations of ÔAintab to Gaziantep are a case in point.  

 In February 1921, the Grand Assembly of the newly declared Republic in what 

would officially become Turkey two years later, modified the name of the town ÔAintab 

with the honorific prefix gazi meaning veteran. It was bestowed upon the city to 

commemorate the resistance its inhabitants had shown against the French siege of the 

townÑitself conducted between April 1920 and February 1921113. Along with Marash, 

renamed Kahramanmarash (heroic MarashÓ), and Urfa renamed Sanliurfa (renowned 

Urfa), ÒVeteranÓ ÔAintab, or with its Latin-inscribed and Turkified name Gaziantep, 

constituted not only the material grounds on which the so-called Turkish War of 

Independence was fought on the southern front against the French and the British. It was 

also a symbolically charged site of marking the limits of the national body politic in 

Anatolia. 

Saved as the last bits of the Ottoman territories in the Mashriq and the Levant that 

were to go under British and French Mandates respectively, these districts and their city 

centers with their newly honored names were also slated as the new borderlands of post-

Ottoman Turkey. Antep operated, and still does to this day, therefore, as an emblem of 

successful national reconstruction and subsequent industrialization of Anatolia in 

Turkey114. Historically a rather insignificant town administratively tied to the provincial 

capital Aleppo from the late sixteenth century until the late 1910s and with a population of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113 Emma Lungren Jorum, 2014. Beyond SyriaÕs Borders: A history of Territorial Disputes in the Middle East 
(London: Tauris). Also see Seda AltugÕs unpublished dissertation ÒSectarianism in the Syrian Jazira: 
Community, land, violence in the memories of World War I and the French Mandate (1915-1939),Ò 
University of Utrecht, 2011. 
114 Mehmet Nuri GŸltekin, 2011. ÒAntep imgesinin zaman i•indeki dšnŸ&ŸmŸÓ  [Transformation of the 
symbol of Antep across time] in (ed. GŸltekin) Ta Ezelden Ta%kõndõr Antep (Istanbul: Iletisim), 32.  
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15,000 inhabitants prior to World War I, Antep emerged as a key site of national 

transformation following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the founding of the 

Republic of Turkey.  

The historical transformation of the cityÑ indexed in the gradual change of its 

name from ÔAintab to Gazi Ayintab and finally GaziantepÑ is often presented as a model 

success story in nation-state formation as well as industrialization in Turkish nationalist 

historiography115. Yet, while these revisionist historiographies valorize ÔAintabÕs successful 

integration into post-Ottoman Anatolia and the newly founded Turkish homeland, what is 

often elided from view is the less than smooth and gradual transformation.116 The 

rendition of the cityÕs name in the 1932 front page of Cumhuriyet as Gazi Ayintab (while 

Marash and Urfa are featured without their honorifics) in a map with railway tracks, but 

no borders, marked indexes that experimental and ambiguous phase most vividly.  

The Republican experimentation was not limited to changing names of places in 

Anatolia in an attempt to construct it as the Turkish homeland in the post-Ottoman 

context117. Name changes were often the discursive scaffolding of a spatial process that 

reclaimed Antep away from the Levant, where it was a provincial town at best in the 

shadow of Aleppo, and positioned it instead as the last post in ÔTurkishÕ Anatolia.  After 

Antep, it was implied in this spatial imaginary, one crossed into the Arab Levant to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
115 Suavi Aydõn, 2008. [What if the Measure doesnÕt Fit the Body: Invention of Turkish Identity and the 
Problem of National Identity] Terzinin Bi•ti$i Bedene Uymazsa; TŸrk Kimli$inin Yaratõlmasõ ve Ulusal Kimlik 
Sorunu (Ankara: …zgŸr †niversite Kitaplõ! õ); M. Birol GŸngor, 2004. [The Antep War] Antep Harbi (Istanbul: 
Eren Press); Galip Uzel, 1952. [The Internal Face of the War of Gaziantep] Gaziantep Sava%õnõn &•yŸzŸ 
Ankara: Do! u& Press. 
116 For a historical analysis of sixteenth century Antep and its legal landscape, see Leslie Pierce, 2003. Morality 
Tales: Law and Gender in the Ottoman Court of Aintab. Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press. 
117 Nevin Balta, 2010. [An Investigation into Naming Places in Gaziantep] Gaziantep Yer Adlari † zerine bir 
Inceleme (Gaziantep: Gaziantep Valili! i Il KŸltŸr ve Turizm MŸdŸrlŸ! Ÿ). 
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south and to TurkeyÕs Kurdistan to the east. This spatial process of economic and 

demographic restructuring, couched as national consolidation undertaken against French 

aggression and Arab collaboration, not only created a border where there was never one. It 

also completely altered the livelihoods of producers, merchants and inhabitants of Antep 

and its environs, by changing the very routes of mobility, and rearranging chains of trade 

and the supply of basic produce and goods.  

As ÔAintab became Gaziantep, the city also emerged as a laboratory of large-scale 

industrial development, urbanization and infrastructural investment starting as early as the 

mid-1920s. The opening of the second textile factory in the country, Mill Mensucat 

Fabrikasi in 1926, followed by the establishment of the Gaziantep Small Industrial Zone 

with a development and reconstruction loan secured from UN-UNIDO in 1941, further 

accelerated AntepÕs development as the industrial city in eastern Turkey. Particularly after 

the 1950s, in no small part thanks to the expansion of the Small Industrial Zone and the 

subsequent establishment of the Gaziantep Organized Industrial District (GOID) in 1969 

on its grounds, the city witnessed an exponential increase in population due to migration. 

AS the GOID became TurkeyÕs largest industrial zone through three expansions, 

undertaken in 1987, in 1994, and again in 1998, the population of Antep also grew 

accordingly.  More than doubling every decade since 1950, the city population reached 

195,000 in 1960, 330,000 in 1970, 642,000 in 1980, making Antep the biggest city of the 

region with a population of 1.2 million as of 2001118. The Gaziantep Industrial District, 

meanwhile, emerged as the premier export hub with an added free-trade zone, covering 11 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
118 Ay&e Seda YŸksel, 2011. [An urban legend: Migration and Transforming Antep] ÒBir sehir efsanesi, gš• ve 
degi&en Antep in (ed. GŸltekin) Ta Ezelden Ta%kõndõr Antep (Istanbul: Iletisim), 379. 
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million square meters, with 800 individual factories and firms employing 120,000 workers 

and exporting 5.8 billion USD worth of products to more than 178 countries.119 The state-

led industrialization of AntepÕs economy was heralded as a success story in Òconverting the 

commercial capital of the region into industrial capital,Ó as one of its urban planners 

Kemal Sšylemezo! lu put it in 1954.120  

This process, however, did not simply transform the merchants of the city into 

factory-owning capitalists and its agricultural producers into factory workers. As state as 

well as Cumhuriyet archives attest above, massive industrialization efforts at ÔdevelopingÕ the 

Antep economy had some unintended consequences. The high taxes introduced to protect 

domestic textile and consumer goods production in AntepÕs industrial zones continued to 

fuel the traffic in Syrian textiles and consumer goods into Turkey, where warehouses such 

as the ones described by Yusuf Nadi in the beginning of this chapter proliferated around 

the border. As Antep attempted to become a center of industry, in other words, it also grew 

as a hub for contraband commerce and cross-border trade. In fact, particularly in the 

context of massive urban and spatial transformation, the mutual imbrication of formal 

industry and contraband commerce defied the very terms of the development schemes that 

the state officials and urban planners such as Soylemezoglu were so fond of implementing.  

 In an account that chronicles twenty-five days spent among the smugglers of Antep 

as an undercover investigative journalist for Cumhuriyet, the renowned novelist Ya&ar 

Kemal captures the pervasiveness of contraband goods and commerce in the Gaziantep of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
119 Gaziantep Organized Industrial Zone Almanac, May 2012:2).  
120 Meltem Karada! , 2011. [Transformations of Urban Space and Cultural Geography in Gaziantep] 
ÒGaziantepÕte kentsel mekanin ve kulturel cografyanin degisimiÓ in (ed. Gultekin) Ta Ezelden Taskindir Antep. 
Istanbul: Iletisim, 400.  
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the 1950s as he describes his struggle to locate contraband merchants with the following 

words:  

On the street, or at the coffeehouse, I should have just stopped a random man on the 
street and simply pitched: ÒHi, my brother. How are you, my brother? I came to Antep, to 
buy some merchandise. Some silk from Syria. My business used to be good in the past, now 
things have changed for the worse. My merchandise has been confiscated and I just got out 
of prison. Is there anything you could do for me? Let God keep you on your feet, and not 
let you fall like me. I too was a smuggler with a name, a reputation back in the day. Only 
God doesnÕt fall. What do you say, brother? I am a poor smuggler, brother. Ka•ak•i Hasan 
of Adana. Would you be able to help a brother out?Ó I should have just said that, and I 
would have been in121.   

 
Overwhelmed by the categories of people whose paths cross the contraband bazaars of 

Antep, and particularly intrigued by older women peddlers of the bazaar who sell textiles 

such as jackets and silk products and fabrics, Yasar Kemal remarks:  

I learned only later that the number of these women peddlers (boh•acõ kadõn) surpasses one 
thousand in Antep. In times that are known to be quiet and away from the watchful eyes of 
the zabõta (commercial police), they stuff their boh•a (sack) and visit home after home. 
Their way of working would change in response to the way the police worked. This time, 
they have wrapped up the whole roll of the silk fabric around their waist, and pulled a 
•ar%af (full-body covering; chador) over it, and then off to the homes, to the womenÕs 
bathhouses, to wherever a soon-to-be-bride is present. Wherever there is a wedding, there is 
one of themÉ122 

 
Although some forms, logistics and mechanics of contraband persisted throughout the 

decades after the Turkey/Syria boundary was formed, the rapid industrialization of Antep 

economy only deepened and fueled more informalization and contraband commerce in the 

region. This increasing informalization in the face of a growing population in turn 

produced myriad plans to re-design the city to minimize the possibility of trafficking amidst 

the burgeoning sociality of traffic.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
121 Ya&ar Kemal, 2011.  [25 Days among the Smugglers] ÒKa•ak•õlar arasõnda 25 GŸnÓ [60 years in Journalistic 
Interviews] Ršportaj yazarlõ$õnda 60 yõl (Istanbul: Yapi Kredi Yayinlari), 32. 
122 Ibid, 40.  
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Figure 19: Map of Antep. Google Maps, by the author. 
 

Once Gaziantep surpassed the one million-threshold in population in 1997, 

becoming the fifth most populous city in Turkey, the municipal government initiated a 

series of infrastructural projects, including but not limited to ones aimed at easing the 

clogged traffic within the city.  The locations of two bus stationsÑone serving inter-city 

travelers on Ali Fuat Avenue, and the other inhabitants of villages and towns 

administratively tied to Antep on InšnŸ AvenueÑwere singled out as the main reasons 

behind the congested arteries of the old city. Under the leadership of the Gaziantep 

municipal governor at the time, Celal Do! an, and with corporate sponsorship provided by 

some of the biggest firms in the Gaziantep industrial zone, the new bus station of 

Gaziantep was completed after three years of construction in 2000. Built on eight thousand 
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square meters and serving more than seventy bus firms with a daily traffic of more than 

400 buses, the new bus station also spatially punctuated the direction of real estate 

speculation and development in the city. Thirteen years after its construction, its fate of 

being engulfed by the expanding city was not any different from the other two former bus 

stations of Antep. Despite the occasional proposal to move the bus station further north 

and closer to the GOID, the Gaziantep inter-city bus station remains in operation to this 

day. 

The evacuated bus stations, on the other hand, were left on their own as the 

municipal government struggled to find investors to develop them. After a co-venture 

between two Antep businessmen to build a gas station and a mall failed to materialize, the 

old inter-city bus station on Ali Fuat Avenue was reclaimed as the grounds where an open-

air market was set up every Sunday. The grounds of the local bus station on Inonu Avenue, 

on the other hand, was harder to market to real estate development. The cluster of 

mechanic shops initially set up to cater to the many buses and minibuses that passed 

through Antep, and the two-star hotels where long-distance travelers, local businessmen, 

and sex workers intermingled, Òdid not present the conditions most conducive to 

residential real estate development,Ó as one municipal official described the bazaar to me in 

2012.  With no other parties interested in developing the vacant lot, the intra-city bus 

station of Antep gradually transformed into an international terminalÑcatering exclusively 

to Iranian pilgrims en route to Syria. Although Iranian buses had been stopping in this 

station for years, it was only in the early 2000s once the new bus station was opened and 
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the old one left to decay that informal booths and mobile carts started proliferating around 

the bus station, complimenting the mechanic shops and the hotels in the area.   

Even though it was these pilgrims and their contraband companions on, in and under the 

buses that made the bazaar what it is, the increasing popularity of the route and the steady 

growth of the bazaar in Antep brought the site to city government officialsÕ radar as a place 

the revenues and circulations of which remained mostly off the cityÕs tax accounting books. 

This attention was due not to the success of merchants like Metin Abi, but rather to the 

failures of the city and the state. Now that the Iranian Bazaar has become a space of 

economic transaction at the scale of a formal shopping arcade, state-backed and bank-

financed projects attempt to capitalize on those successes by bringing all bazaar transactions 

into the stateÕs purview and into its records. The enormity of the task did not escape on the 

state official tasked with that record keeping. ÒTo the extent possible of course,Ó the 

municipal official qualified his statement. 

 
Many Counters of the Bazaar in ÔAintab: Formality and Informality of Bazaar Business 
 
  

Approached from the intersection of TŸrkmen Street and InšnŸ Avenue, a major 

artery with bustling traffic in the heart of city, the shops, the makeshift booths and parked 

mobile carts of GaziantepÕs Iranian Bazaar appeared as if they were the props of a set.  As 

Mona put it, Ò[the bazaar] was like a passageway to post-pilgrimage consumption.Ó It was 

indeed hard not to agree with this description when I first set foot in it in 2009. Iranians 

like Mona on their way to Sayyida Zainab not only gave the bazaar its name. They also 

imbued it with a seventy-five million dollar market value, according to municipal 
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government officialsÕ estimations. In the midst of two and three-star hotels, described by 

the same official Òas nests of prostitutionÓ (fuhus yuvalari), a cluster of mechanic shops 

specialized in gas tank expansions to carry Syrian oil priced at one-tenth of the price of oil 

in Turkey, and houses most recently home to the Syrian refugees, the bazaar itself was a 

motley assemblage. This assemblage surrounded the Iranian pilgrims literally from all 

directions. If the huge window displays, overflowing with electronic Turkish coffee 

machines and hand-crafted silk and cashmere scarves filled one arch of MonaÕs passageway, 

the self-packaged nylon bags of sugar and tea, cartons of cigarettes, and last but not least 

the fire-red thong-bra lingerie sets (with little Christmas style-lamps carefully sown into the 

tips of the bra) exquisitely assembled on top of mobile tezgahs (carts), filled the other archÑ

the one of contraband goods.  

Built in part on the grounds of Eski Yerel Otogar, GaziantepÕs old domestic bus 

station, the Iranian BazaarÕs development has been a result of the remarkable growth of the 

pilgrimage route that it has fed and fed off. Many Gaziantep locals themselves frequented 

the carts to see the contraband inventory of the week. As for the Iranian pilgrims, they 

tended to go after kitchen appliances, pots and pans, glassware and more recently Syrian 

lingerie in the bazaar. According to some of the seasoned merchants of the bazaar, large 

business dealsÑwith as much as four trucks full of stainless steel kitchen appliances, 

blankets and other textiles being traded at onceÑwere closed only in Gaziantep, where 

most contraband goods such cigarettes, sugar, and tea also exchanged hands. From 

construction and building codes, and zoning and formalization of mobile vendors, to the 

very commodities that circulated in and out of those stores, tezgahs, suitcases and bus 
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compartments, Iranian BazaarÕs value was indeed hard to quantify, based on taxes paid on 

licensed businesses.  

The rhythms of the bazaar synced to the engines and wheels of Iranian buses 

punctuated an otherwise sleepy corner of the bustling and congested center of Antep. 

Right after the buses parked, the smells of Iranian rice cooked as a simple but collective 

meal for all the pilgrims to enjoy on the grounds of the bus station infused the air in the 

bazaar one block away. The merchants knew, after the smell started to diffuse, the pilgrims 

would come down to the bazaar to shop.  

The Iranian pilgrims might have given the bazaar its name and often set the pace of the 

place. However, a whole lot of other actors ran, inhabited and populated the Iranian 

Bazaar of Antep: the ÒmimarsÓ or architects at the mechanic shops who seamlessly 

expanded standard gas tanks to carry more than double their capacity of contraband oil 

from Syria, the mobile vendors, men and women, of a great variety of things sold over the 

counter ranging from sugar and tobacco to jewelry and embroidery, the pilgrimage route 

breathed not only smells of saffron rice, but new economic life into AntepÕs Iranian Bazaar.  

Without the usual traffic of buses, merchants of the bazaar spent most of their time 

drinking tea and being in debt and short of money. But I never heard Metin abi speaking 

about being short of money. His, at least financially speaking, was a success story. I first 

met him, a sixty-year-old merchant, in the bazaar in June 2010. Back then he owned a 

profitable little shop selling kitchen appliances, pots and pans as well as glassware to 

Iranian pilgrims. On the other side of the sidewalk from his store, Metin Abi had 

employed a mobile seller, Yavuz, with his tezgah to work as his apprentice. Yavuz, a 19-year-
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old recent high school graduate was to learn Persian and the ÒbusinessÓ inside the store, 

when he wasnÕt busy with the tezgahs displaying the inventory of the week featuring items 

such as guaranteed contraband tea and the cigarettes that the Iranian Bahmans and Turkey-

produced Kents smuggled back into the country.   

When I met Metin, all the downtime conversation and gossip was about MetinÕs 

neighbors in the bazaar: Osman and Yashar. The two brothers had just brokered a 

wholesale shipment of Syrian lingerie from Souk al-Hamidiyeh in Damascus.  Their store 

featured an already impressive womenÕs undergarment selection from Istanbul.  Making 

the next big move, Osman and Yasar had taken out a hefty bank loan to move their store 

to the newly constructed AtatŸrk Pasaji, or AtatŸrk Arcade. The arcade was modeled after 

the Golestan Mall in TehranÑthe cityÕs first full-fledged mallÑand financed by the 

metropolitan municipal government of Gaziantep through a mortgage program to 

formalize the informal stores of the bazaar. It was these transformations in the Bazaar that 

made Metin Abi resentful. It most likely reminded him how he has not changed a thing in 

his business for the past ten years in stark contrast to Osman and YasharÕs take-over and 

expansion of their fatherÕs fabric shop.  

 Metin AbiÕs story and relationship to the pilgrimage route, however, exceeded the 

confines of business in the market. It was not only the pressure built up to formalize his 

and other businesses that worried Metin Abi. It was the future prospects of his only 

daughter, Narmin. Metin Abi had met a woman, named Nazanin, who passed through 

Gaziantep twenty-five years ago on her way to Sayyida Zainab after her husband was 

martyred in the Iran-Iraq war.  She was among the first Iranians selected to visit Sayyida 
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Zainab on the voucher program that the Iranian MartyrsÕ Foundation has funded, sending 

two thousand Iranian nationals every week to Syria at the foundationÕs expense. A one-

night stand in Gaziantep some nineteen years ago had taken its due course and turned into 

a second marriage with then four-month- pregnant Nazanin for Metin.  

Metin Abi, thirty-five at the time, already had a wife and two children in Antep. When 

Metin Abi and I met, he and his two sons in Gaziantep were supporting two families, 

including the one formed on the paths of Zainab with Nazanin. Their daughter, Narmin, 

who lived in Urumiyeh with her mother, in a way embodied the constitutive linkage 

between the route and kinship. Metin Abi and NarminÕs half-brothers were busy looking 

for a suitor for Narmin. She herself dreamed of studying at a university in Turkey. Because 

it gave her a chance to travel, she did not mind the back and forth, and instead enjoyed the 

travel in-between, while avoiding each suitor with her motherÕs support. She was preparing 

for TurkeyÕs university entrance and talent exams for foreign nationals, so that she could 

study fine arts in Mimar Sinan University. The same bus, which now took Narmin to 

Gaziantep for occasional visits, also shuttled Metin to Urumiyeh, where he secured the 

deliverance of Iranian cigarettes to Gaziantep. 

 Holding onto the last drag from his dying cigarette, Metin Abi scanned me up and 

down. I had finally worked up the courage to ask him how his side business was going in 

the summer of 2010Ñwell before the advent of the Syrian conflict. Metin and his two 

apprentices in the shop, Yavuz and IsmailÑthe latter being his eldest son of twoÑand I were 

sitting together on teetering iskembles (wooden-framed stools) sipping our tea outside 

MetinÕs shop. 
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  With other merchants also congregating under the fig tree in front of MetinÕs shop 

on a particularly hot day, everyone seemed to have found both comfort in inhaling the 

flavor of cardamom and intrigue in watching one of the most-seasoned tŸccar (merchants) 

of the Bazaar talk to me about business at financially trying times. Most people within the 

congregation were tŸccar or •õrak (apprentices) from the shops that occupied both sides of 

TŸrkmen Street. There were also a few seyyar satõcõ (mobile sellers), working the informal 

booths placed along and on the sidewalk in front of the shops among us.   

Given that it was three oÕclock in the afternoon with no Iranian buses or customers in 

sight, the congregation under the fig tree seemed to be content with a momentary escape 

from the then all-too-familiar heat of Gaziantep. The watchmen of the passagewayÑthe 

tŸccar, •õraks, and seyyar satõcõsÑwere now more oriented towards MetinÕs conversation 

with me, when he had tested my knowledge of the stories of the commodities in his store, 

as I recounted in the previous chapterÕs introduction.   

Each time Metin Abi recounted the trajectories of sugar from Syria and tobacco 

from Iran, his storyÕs end always came with a twist. This time, commenting on his way of 

getting caught up with the ziyarat route through a marriage, Metin abi continued, Òthe 

same buses carried women hungry for marital (or otherwise) intimacies, men thirsty for 

beer or on-beach festivities in the Mediterranean backwaters of Adana and Antalya, who 

leave Iran as pilgrims and switch buses in Antep to reach the Turkish coast as tourists!Ó As 

if he did not want me to forget, Metin Abi elaborated, ÒThey carry sugar for your tea from 

Tabriz, and your tea for that thin-waisted glass fromÉ as far as Afghanistan. They carry oil 

for my car from Aleppo. They carry my cigarettes from Urumiyeh.Ó Slowly reaching out for 
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the overflowing ashtray, Metin put out his already finished Bahman cigarette. The Iran-

produced Bahmans brought over in the same buses that shuttled the pilgrims, like the ones 

Metin Abi himself smokes, were particularly popular among the Gaziantep clientele. They 

had all the flavor that was attributed to Turkish tobacco, but none of the state-imposed 

sanctions to ruin that flavor.  

Metin Abi almost always opted for having his cigarettes transferred from 

Urumiyeh, although the most secure and frequently used route for contraband tobacco spanned 

through Urfa and Van to the Iran borderÑa route coordinated by a set of Turkish, Kurdish 

and Iranian middlemen.  Given that the cigarettes on this route often accumulated 

multiple informal ÒtaxesÓ charged by the intermediaries throughout their journey to 

Antep, Metin AbiÕs choice of either working with pilgrimage bus drivers themselves or his 

acquaintances in Iran for his delivery was to avoid Òreplacing one taxÑthat of the state with 

anotherÑthat of the middlemen.Ó Metin instead moved on a related, but distinct network: a 

network partially assembled and structured through his complicated familial ties 

themselves born out of the paths of Hajj-e FuqaraÕ. He opted for this option, also because 

having fewer intermediaries in the process reduced the risk of disconnection and possible 

delays in delivery or confiscation for his business. And given that this method had served 

him well for some twenty years, he spoke with confidence, often eliding the mutually 

constitutive relationship between his family and his business, all thanks to the Hajj-e 

FuqaraÕ route.   

Like Dr. Hani Mourtadha, Metin Abi too acknowledged the benefits of the Iranian 

pilgrimage route: It had in fact played a dual role for Metin abi, by providing him with a 
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second family and a decent livelihood in commerce in particular, and making the Iranian 

Bazaar in Antep a major hub for a variety of business in general. Not unlike Dr. 

Mourtadha too, however, he held strong opinions about Iranian travelers on the ways of 

Zainab. Whenever an Iranian pilgrim came into his store with a specific brand request and 

left without buying any of Metin AbiÕs merchandise because he did not carry those brands, 

Metin abi would go into his monologue about his Iranian customers and their Ôpilgrimage 

of the poorÕ as recounted in the introduction of the previous chapter. 

 Metin abi held similarly strong opinions about his profession, ticaret, itself. 

Whenever someone brought up the contemporaneous fuss among the merchants of the 

bazaars about the Ataturk Arcade and proceeded to share the details of the governmental 

incentive and mortgages various banks offered in conjunction with these incentives, Metin 

Abi retorted. He quickly dismissed the prospects of the Ataturk Pasaji as speculative and 

contrary to the nature of bazaar business123:  

I am more conservative in my business decisions. It sounds like some merchants in the 
bazaar are too bored with their situation! Mark my words; theyÕre looking for troubleÉ 
There is absolutely no need to come under the purview of those vultures in the bank with 
payments. Our livelihood is hanging on a cotton thread after all. If a bomb goes off 
somewhere in Karbala [, Iraq] we know that means more pilgrims in Antep, but if one goes 
off somewhere along this route, in Syria for instance, we all know then the Karbala 
merchants are cheering up. If the traffic is so unpredictable, holding onto only one kind of 
merchandise is too risky. Why add more risk to this already risky business by going into 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
123 A rich literature on marketplaces in the Middle East and the cultural form of the bazaar exists in 
anthropology. I do not explicitly engage with this literature in this chapter, but one implication of my 
argument about contraband being central to constitution of economies should severe the ties assumed 
between bazaars as pre-capitalized spaces of economic exchange on the one hand and informality as a cultural 
or historically residual practice, or alternatively one that is governed not by excess of information but rather 
by its scarcity. See in particular Clifford GeertzÕ 1979 article ÒSuq: The Bazaar Economy in Sefrou,Ó in 
Meaning and Order in Moroccan Society, ed. Clifford Geertz, Hildred Geertz, and Lawrence Rosen (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press); ÒThe Bazaar Economy: Information and Search in Peasant Marketing,Ó in 
American Economic Review 68 (1978), 28-32.  GeertzÕ earlier work on peddlers in Indonesia is instructive here 
as well: Peddlers and Princes: Social Change and Economic Modernization in Two Indonesian Towns (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1963). Arang Keshavarzian, Bazaar and State in Iran: The Politics of the Tehran 
Marketplace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), particularly p. 39-74.  
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debt? IÕd rather keep my many trades afloat and just focus on my kitchen appliances and 
glassware merchandise for the Iranians, and the sugar, tea and tobacco for the locals. 

 
Some of these monologues were indeed meant as bits of advice for his apprentice, Yavuz. 

Ismail, his son, was all too familiar with such speeches of his father. He often found some 

excuse to leave the vicinity of the speech as soon as Metin AbiÕs take on religion, 

economics or politics showed the first signs of devolving into a manifesto. While most 

young merchants of the bazaar, such as Osman and Yashar, disagreed with Metin Abi on 

risks and costs of moving to the AtatŸrk arcade, virtually everyone in the bazaar followed 

his mantra of keeping a diverse business portfolio that belied a sharp distinction between 

formal and informal business: His was a ÒhybridÓ model as he put it: a formal shop 

catering to the Iranian pilgrims and using informal booths and carts reach Antep locals. 

Indeed, it was the combination of these seemingly contradictory business practices, formal 

and informalÑ on-record and off-the-recordÑ that ensured the vitality of the bazaar and 

determined the success of its merchants.  And it was that combination, which relied on 

and exploited in fact the distinctions drawn between the networks of risk and debt that 

ensured Metin AbiÕs ability to stay afloat in the always already risky business of contraband.   

  Neither Metin Abi nor any other merchant I have met throughout my time in the 

Bazaar thought of contraband sugar, tea or tobacco as smuggled goods. By the end of 2013, 

when the Syrian conflict was thought to have reached its climax, Ismail, Metin AbiÕs son 

put it bluntly, Òpeople including state agents are smuggling tanks, rockets and soldiers 

across the border. That is not called smuggling, but what we do is called smuggling? 

Moving sugar and tea should be considered vergisiz ticaret (duty-free trade/commerce).Ó 



149 
 

 
Figure 20: Huzur Zuccaciye, [Serenity Glassware], in the Iranian Bazaar in Antep. Photo by author, 2014.  
 

In fact the definition of contraband commerce as duty-free trade might have been one of the 

very few things all merchants of the bazaar seemed to agree on: there was in fact little 

deliberation about the morality of contraband commerce, let alone a consideration of its 

legality.  Moreover, local customers and the bazaar merchants alike highlighted not only 

the economic necessities of contraband commerce in the face of contradictory regional 

economic policies and tax regimes in Turkey; they also highlighted the Antep localsÕ 

demand for ka•ak tea and tobacco as a matter of taste that distinguished the southeast of 
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the country, including but not limited to TurkeyÕs Kurdistan, from the rest. In other 

words, the domestic products were deemed not only too expensive due to heavy taxes, but 

also lacking in strong taste and rich flavor. Ali, an Antep local in his forties and one of 

Metin AbiÕs most dedicated customers put it, Òit is the Rize124 tea that tastes foreign to us, 

not the Ceylon tea from Iran or Syria!Ó  

The ease with which ÒguaranteedÓ contraband tea could be advertised in stores 

throughout Antep, and not only in MetinÕs store in Iranian Bazaar, is therefore, not simply 

a visual testimony to the pervasiveness of ka•ak commodities in bazaars and markets of 

Turkey. The carts that feature contraband tea and other commodities also serve as archives 

through which one could track what Appadurai called the social life125 of contraband goods 

across the Middle East. Tracking such trajectories in turn brings us back to what merchants 

and customers at the Antep Bazaar have defined as contradictory economic policies 

including heavy taxation and protective tariffs: One of the tea brands featured in the 

photo126, Mahmood Tea is a case in point. Highly sought after not only in Antep but 

throughout the broader region, the brand is distributed by the Dubai-based tea division of 

the Altunkaya Group of Companies---active in a wide array of food production throughout 

the Middle East and headquartered in no place other than Gaziantep itself.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
124 Rize, located in the Black Sea region of Turkey in the northeastern part of the country, and renowned for 
tea cultivation in the country. ‚aykur Rize, the former state-led industrialization project and later de-
nationalized and privatized monopoly over tea production are also based out of Rize.  
125 Arjun Appadurai, 1998. ÒIntroduction: commodities and the politics of valueÓ in (ed. Appadurai) The 
Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 3-64. In the 
same volume also see Igor Kopytoff ÒThe cultural biography of things: commoditization as process,Ó 64-95; 
C.A Bayly, ÒThe origins of swadeshi (home industry) cloth and Indian society, 1700-1930,Ó 285-23.  
126 The other brands featured on the photo chart out the geographical range of the tea trade: Alokozay is 
produced by a company based out of Kabul, Afghanistan and Layalina is produced and distributed by Zein 
Brothers and Company based of Aleppo. All three tea brands claim to source their tea from Sri Lanka.  
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Tobacco trade is another case in point. ErdoganÕs campaign against smoking in the 

country, armored with deterrent taxation aimed at inflating the price of cigarettes (as well 

as alcohol), succeeded by generating additional revenue for the state on tobacco and 

alcohol products between 2004 and 2014. Over the same decade, the price of a pack of 

cigarettes increased more than three-fold in Turkey. Meanwhile, although the Iranian state 

had initiated its own health campaign against smoking by requiring companies to feature 

graphic images and alarming warnings on cigarette packages like Turkey; unlike Turkey, 

however, Iran continued to tax tobacco as agricultural products. These divergent economic 

policies on taxation of tobacco products between Iran and Turkey generated a seven-fold 

difference in prices of cigarettes and tobacco products over the course of the last decade.  

Heavy tariffs aimed at protecting domestic producers of tea and tobacco on the one hand, 

and a religiously inflected health campaign that effectively recapitalized tobacco and 

alcohol products in Turkey on the other, made these two commodities, along with alcohol 

and fuel oil, two of the most popular contraband goods in circulation in the country. 

While the Erdogan administration received the praise of the World Health Organization 

in 2012 as home to the most successful anti-smoking campaign in the world based on the 

officially reported fifteen percent decline in domestic consumption of tobacco products127, 

the merchants begged to differ. As Metin Abi pointed out, domestic consumption had not 

declined so drastically, it had simply gone Òoff-the-record.Ó Invoking the stateÕs own 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
127 According to WHO published data in 2012, only three years after adopting tough anti-smoking measures, 
TurkeyÕs tobacco consumption was down fifteen percent. The same bulletin entry also cites Òaccording to a 
government survey of tobacco use conducted in 2006, some 33% of adults were daily smokers, including just 
over half of all men and approximately 16% of women aged 18 and over. In a Gallup poll conducted in 100 
countries the following year, two out of three Turkish men said they had lit up the day before they were 
surveyed, as did one out of three women. That was, Gallup said, Òby far the highest incidence reportedÓ. It 
also confirmed a stereotype common to countries across Europe: that to smoke heavily was Òto smoke like a 
TurkÓ in Bulletin of the World Heath Organization, vol. 90:6, 2012, 401-476.  
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language, Metin Abi argued that more people had turned to contraband tobacco and 

alcohol products.  The Kent brand cigarettes produced in Turkey for British American 

Tobacco Company and slated for export to Iran among other places, for instance, made 

their way back to the domestic market in Turkey as ka•ak cigarettes. Graphic images of 

cancerous lungs and the usual warnings about the detrimental effects of tobacco 

consumption in Persian marked the cigarettes as Iranian products. Yet a quick glance on 

the package itself revealed that they were actually produced in Tire near Izmir, in Turkey. 

As the Persian printing on them revealed they were produced and packaged in Turkey to 

be imported to Iran. The Kent example was one of Metin AbiÕs favorites to drive home the 

point that contraband in general was the effect128 of states and their unfair economic 

policies that disregarded domestic demands and tastes. He put it as follows: 

Imagine a product that is domestically produced both for export and for consumption 
within Turkey. And now imagine that there is a 7-fold price difference between the very 
same products that are exported on the one hand and those consumed within the country. 
Let me get more specific and ask you a question: With all the costs associated with bringing 
those cigarettes back to Turkey, what would you do if the price of one pack of Kent from 
Iran were still one-fourth of the domestically sanctioned price? 

 
Everyone in the audience congregated under the fig tree outside of MetinÕs shop, even 

those who often did not agree with MetinÕs take on the bazaar or the next steps in its 

transformation, were nodding their heads vigorously in agreement. Both Ismail and I knew 

that the final twist to the manifesto on contraband was yet to come. Metin Abi always 

saved the best for last. Turning his head slightly in the direction of Osman and Yashar in 

the audience, and avoiding direct eye contact with them, Metin finally came to the point 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
128 On performativity in markets and the economy specifically see the exchange between Judith Butler and 
Michel Callon. Judith Butler, 2010. ÒPerformative AgencyÓ in Journal of Cultural Economy 3:2, pp. 147-161. 
Michel Callon, 2010. ÒPerformativity, Misfires and PoliticsÓ in Journal of Cultural Economy 3:2, pp. 163-169.  
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he really wanted to make. As Ismail was stepping out to light his cigarette, Metin abi put it 

bluntly:  

And let me just say this for all our younger merchants, going into debt to have a store in 
this new mall or arcade, or whatever, is akin to buying the domestic Kent, when the 
Iranian Kent is perfectly fine. The only difference between them is that it is your own state 
ripping you off for the same thing in the case of Kents, and the banks in the case of the new 
mall. That is not how the counters of the bazaar turn! 

 
Teasing out the contradictions of Turkish economy and its heavy tax policies of tobacco, 

Metin Abi sketched out not how Turkish citizens found ways to negotiate those 

contradictions. In that sketch there was an implicit reversion of the moral economy of 

market logics: Given that the contradictions that the Kent cigarettes exemplified for Metin 

Abi were products of state policies, contraband conducted in the bazaar offered not only a 

material way out of the financial burden of those policies, but an alternative, if not 

inverted, moral economy that underpins the bazaar, merchantsÕ actions. The younger 

generations of Òorganic businessmen,Ó as Osman and Yashar referred to themselves, 

however, wanted to exploit the distinction drawn between market and bazaar economics 

themselves. We now turn to their trials and tribulations in formalizing their business with 

informal merchandise in the Ataturk arcade to explore their encounters with 

formalization.   

 

Degrees of Formalization: Osman and YasharÕs Lingerie Shop in the Ataturk Arcade 

 

 In mid-July 2010, two weeks before Metin AbiÕs monologue on contraband and 

formalization, his neighbors in the bazaar, Osman and Yashar, had just finalized their first 

wholesale shipment of Syrian lingerie from Souk al-Hamidiyeh in Damascus.  Their store 
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featured an already impressive womenÕs undergarment selection from Istanbul.  Making 

the next big move, and despite Metin AbiÕs warnings, Osman and Yasar, were keen on 

moving their fatherÕs store to the newly constructed AtatŸrk Pasajõ. According to Yashar 

and Osman, Metin AbiÕs vehement opposition to the mall was driven more by what he did 

not know and his generational difference than by what he did know and reason.  

Having grown up practically in their fatherÕs shop, Osman and Yashar were no 

newcomers to the Iranian Bazaar. Nor were they inexperienced merchants of a Ònew 

generationÓ mistaking themselves for Òentrepreneurs,Ó (giri%imci) as Metin Abi dismissively 

described the brothers, while simultaneously admiring their ambitions. Whenever such 

doubts about their plans to move into the new arcade were voiced, the brothers were quick 

to point out that they had the better of two worlds. They not only learned the bazaar 

business from their father, they had also completed their university studies in marketing 

and business management respectively. It was this combination of formal university 

training on the one hand and practical knowledge of the bazaar itself that positioned them 

as Òorganic businessmen,Ó as they preferred to describe themselves. Osman, the older of 

the two brothers, recounted their motivation, vision and reasoning to me in 2010 as 

follows: 

Times are changing. I think, Metin Abi and others like him in the bazaar need to stop 
resisting change and just embrace it. Even the municipal government has woken up to the 
fact that the Iranian Bazaar is much more than a simple informal bazaar where locals shop 
for ka•ak tea. There are a million other places that sell that in each corner! It is turning to 
the Iranian tourists and their demands that must guide our businesses here. Unlike Metin 
Abi who curses Iranians who do not fancy his inventory, we actively seek to adjust our 
merchandising according to our customersÕ demands. That is why we went out of our way 
to include Syrian lingerie along with other undergarments sourced from Istanbul in our 
shop. The days of waiting for ka•ak cigarettes to pay for your rent because your formal shop 
is not doing good business with the pilgrims themselves is over. After all these years spent 
inhaling the dust of the bazaar, I think we know where this marketplace is going. Unless 
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something horrific happens and the pilgrimage ceases to exist, this place will turn into one 
of the most important touristic centers in Antep. And only then the likes of Metin Abi will 
accept that they failed to get on with the times. And we are still merchants (tuccar), but not 
only tuccar!  We are also entrepreneurs. We do not see how one could claim to be one 
without the other, particularly in a bazaar like this one, and particularly now when the 
market is saturated with the same goods, and the numbers of pilgrims keep growing.  
 
 

 
Figure 21: Ataturk Pasaji/Arcade in the Iranian Bazaar in Antep, 2014. Photo by author. 
  

Pilgrim after pilgrim asking for more elaborate and embroidered undergarments in their 

shop led Osman and Yashar to the Souk Al-Hamidiyeh in Damascus, where the particular 

style, commonly known as Syrian Lingerie was invented129. ÒWe could have done what Metin 

Abi has been doing for decades with his pots and pans,Ó Yashar said sarcastically. Instead 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
129 I turn to a more detailed to discussion to circulations of Syrian lingerie and Iranian women pilgrims as 
customers in Chapter 4. For a fascinating art historical approach to Syrian Lingerie, see (ed. Malu Halasa and 
Rana Salam) The Secret Life of Syrian Lingerie: Intimacy and Design, Chronicle Books San Francisco, 2008.  
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of ignoring the demands of the customers and losing them to the merchants of the Souk al-

Hamidiyeh, however, Osman and Yashar put in their first request for a wholesale shipment 

of forty pairs of Syrian Lingerie. When the shipment, tucked into a secret compartment of 

a bus to avoid Turkish customs, finally arrived in the bazaar, Osman and Yashar launched 

their Syrian line of undergarments with a promotion: For every two pairs of Syrian 

Lingerie, they included an Istanbul-produced pair free. With the strong Turkish Lira 

against Syrian pounds on their side and no tariffs to drive up their prices, the promotion 

caught on. ÒIt was a way for us to move our older merchandise and test out the potential 

for Syrian Lingerie in the bazaar,Ó Yashar explained. And it worked!Ó 

The irony of their plan to formalize business through trafficked textile products was 

hard to miss: Its entire success was made logistically possible by a tax-evading and anything 

but formal cross-border movement of Syrian lingerie, all to get a new store in the Ataturk 

Arcade. When posed the question of whether or not this was all that different from 

smuggling cigarettes into Antep, Osman and Yashar acknowledged the homology between 

the two circuits, but they also made sure to highlight the novelty of what they were doing 

in language adorned in Ômarket-speakÕÑthat made its rules as it went along.  

Not unlike the tenuously separated degrees of formality of the economy with which 

they were confronted, the business practices of the merchants in the bazaar combined a set 

of formal and informal practices to navigate these degrees of separation.  For Osman and 

Yashar, combining the sale of kitchen appliances to pilgrims and contraband tea, sugar and 

tobacco to the Antep locals as an outmoded and risky portfolio of bazaar business 

associated with small profit margins and the older merchants of the Bazaar, such as Metin 



157 
 

Abi. At the same time, they too did not formalize their business completely: becoming 

ÒformallyÓ or officially Ôsmall-scale entrepreneursÕ through moving their business to Ataturk 

Pasaji was logistically dependent on the contraband compartments of the buses and trucks 

that shuttled goods between Syria and Turkey.  

 
*** 

 
In her article ÒFormless: A Day at LimaÕs Office of FormalizationÓ Danielle 

Gandolfo examines how reforms introduced to legalize informal markets in downtown 

Lima, Peru instead end up producing what she calls Òthe informalization of the legal and 

bureaucratic apparatus.Ó Presenting informality not as the absence of the legal or 

bureaucratic form, but rather as Òa sequence of countless operations engaged in its 

deformation,Ó Gandolfo utilizes George BatailleÕs writings on a theory of Ògeneral 

economyÓ and formlessness (lÕinforme) to reconceptualize informality as the name given to 

the excesses of formality: 

To call something formless is not to say that it lacks or opposes form. It is to recall what 
our structures and systems produce and suppress as they impose order in the world and to 
affirm this as capable of breaking or deforming those structures and systems from within 
their limits. In social terms, formless Òtestif[ies] to something in excess of regulative and 
homogeneous forms,Ó an excess that explodes sense and system through their Òintense and 
incomplete movement within and away from governing structuresÓ (Botting and Wilson 
2001:2Ð3, 7; see also Bois and Krauss 1997). 130 

 
Although such a reconceptualization is helpful in rethinking the asymmetrical relationship 

between formality and informality, it still positions informality as a nationally bounded 

and reactive practice resulting from the stateÕs inability to align its territorial and economic 

realms of sovereignty, or worse mal-performing a fully fledged market economy. The 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
130 Daniella Gandolfo, 2013. ÒFormless: A Day at LimaÕs Office of FormalizationÓ in Cultural Anthropology 
28:2, p. 282-3.  
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possibilities that the pressures of that economic imaginaryÕs aforementioned exclusions 

open up is precisely where the theory and practice of national economies contradict each 

other.  

And it is precisely out of that contradiction that contraband emerges, as the circular 

career of Kent cigarettesÑ produced and imported to Iran and then smuggled back into 

Turkey again all due to heavy domestic taxation of tobaccoÑ illustrates. Unlike GandolfoÕs 

interpretation of informality in Peru, I want to suggest that contraband in Antep is a 

sequence of countless operations engaged, not in the deformation, but in the very 

formation of the state. It is through creating, exposing, policing and taxing contraband 

commerce that states link their economies nationally and regionally, and reinforce their 

economies politically.  As we have already observed in the Feryatname of ‚elebizade, this 

process of linking and unlinking the economy is an inherently political project that lies at 

the heart of state formation itselfÑ a relationship, which I will examine in the next chapter. 

If anything, therefore, formalization is the attempt of the state to perpetuate the 

mythical overlap between economic theory and practice. It is a claim to sovereignty and 

legality that relies upon contraband commerce as its constitutive outside. On their part, 

actors interpolated into projects of formalization, like Osman and Yashar, negotiate the 

terms of that interpolation by intermingling formality and informality and redrawing their 

boundaries, even in projects such as the AtatŸrk Arcade that aim at bringing off-the-record 

transactions onto the stateÕs accounting books. Syrian lingerie trafficked through buses and 

turned into the only merchandise in Osman and YasharÕs store captures that intermingling 

in material form.  
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***  
 

What none of the merchants in Antep had seen coming was the abrupt end of 

pilgrimage from Iran to Syria in February 2012. Meanwhile in Gaziantep, the Ataturk 

Pasaji, erected to greet its Iranian customers with shops named after Tehran hotspots, 

remained mostly empty. In addition to more than two hundred and fifty stores shutting 

down, twenty-five merchants declared bankruptcy, as they were unable to pay off loans to 

the Turkish banks taken out to be part of the new Ataturk Pasaji. Osman and YasharÕs 

worst nightmare had come true. With no other sources of income to compensate for their 

loses, they disappeared leaving their guarantor-father to deal with many indebted 

merchants in the bazaar and the bank officials, demanding immediate payments or 

foreclosures. By the time I returned to Antep for my long fieldwork stay, more than half of 

the merchants and mobile vendors I knew from earlier stays were dispersed across the city, 

if not the country, running away from their debts. Meanwhile, the motley assemblage of 

the bazaar had generated new contingent conversions of value: The two-three star hotel 

rooms, most commonly associated with sex work in the area, were rented out as studios to 

the Syrian refugees who continued to flock the city, causing an exponential surge in 

property prices.  In addition, a few logistical firms and a travel agency, all specializing in 

transport from and to Iraqi Kurdistan, had already moved into AtatŸrk PasajõÑindexing yet 

another route born out of mobility arrested elsewhere. 

 
Conclusion 

Abdulrahman ‚elebizade admitted in his letter that not only the ka•ak goods, but 

the costly and unreliable nature of the officially sanctioned routes of commodity and 
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supply chains of even staples such as sugar, helped lay the ground work for the contraband 

trade to proliferate in Mardin, Urfa, Antep and the broader border landscape between 

Iran, Turkey and Syria. Yet, as we have it in ‚elebizadeÕs terms, this proliferation of 

economic value and the social profiles of their proliferators also revealed the particularly 

high-tariff customs regime established to guard the national sugar industry against the 

competition from imported goodsÑmaking ka•ak the Ònatural formÓ of commerce, as 

Yunus Nadi put it.  And the procedures that aimed to tie Mardin to Istanbul for key 

commodity supply chains did not fare any better than the international customs regimes 

according to ‚elebizade. In fact, the slow and expensive procedure on the domestic front, 

which had then directed ‚elebizade and many others like him to IstanbulÑas opposed to 

Aleppo or Mosul prior to the advent of national bordersÑcame at additional costs and with 

additional risks. Even when merchants were able to secure the shipment of their orders 

from Istanbul, the transportation and taxation costs drove the prices of their goods so high 

that the domestic customers in the region had yet another reason to turn to ka•ak mal, or 

fugitive goods. ‚elebizadeÕs example of choice was as follows: 

I had a neighbor, who bought two crates of sugar by paying the custom taxes and put them 
in his store. He was able to sell it only slowly, and only to the temporary out-of-town clients 
at the price he has acquired then. Once he ran out, he once again applied to the Customs 
Office, declaring that he was going to send the two crates of sugar acquired at a given date 
to Diyarbekir. Not only has he recovered his losses [from the initial two crates of sugar], he 
even registered a substantial profit. He has continued since then to repeat [this operation.] 
I had only one crate of sugar, for which I had paid the customs fee. I consumed half of that 
crate at home, and the remaining half I was able to see only over the course of ten months. 
My honorable Sir, all those who carry out contraband commerce, those who enable them, 
are all armed drunkards, monsters. Even the most merciful among them is the convict of a 
few murders. For them there is no homeland, no nation. There is only money. If the 
French were to give them money, they would attack us today. And those who are 
responsible for stopping them, but instead look the other way, or ignore the regulation of 
our borders, are as big traitors as the contraband merchants themselves. If the Courts of 
Independence [are called to bear on these crimes,] all of them will be caught and hung; the 
most terrible among them would be cleansed, and those predisposed to doing terrible 
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things will stop out of fear, and maybe even their moral character could be ameliorated. 
There is no other solution. In order to save and ensure the livelihood and future of 14 
million people, there is no sin, but rather merit in GodÕs sight, in chopping off the heads 
of five to ten, or even 14,000 bandits, drunkards and traitors. 
 
 

 
Figure 22:: The Turkey/Syria Border zone.  Google Maps, generated by the author.  

 
In ‚elebizade Õs logic, bringing goods produced in Syria and selling them within 

the newly demarcated territories of the Republic of Turkey was tantamount to treason 

against the national body politic. The solution ‚elebizade proposed to stop contraband is 

as drastic as his reaction to the growth and sustenance of the commercial ties across the 

border and their micro-operators under the new border regime that demarcates two 

separate national regimes of sovereignty and, by extension, economies.  The clashing of the 

nationalist imaginary and the material conditions on the ground caused much pain, 

lament and rage in actors such as ‚elebizade in Anatolia and the Levant of the 1930s.  The 

desperate measures proposed by ‚elebizade are better approached as a lens to understand 

the politically charged nature of economic life under ideological and material construction. 

It is under these conditions of extreme uncertainty that economic ÔwrongdoingÕ associated 

with ka•ak economies and contraband commodities is cast as being as despicable an act for 

the national body politic as the acts of those refuse to serve the country as soldiers.  
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The itineraries of merchants like ‚elebizade and Metin Abi, as well as those of 

Osman and Yashar and their differential embedding at variegated scales in contraband 

circuits in Antep provide us a point of entry into the broader cartography of the Turkish 

economy and the choreography that this cartography sets into motion. The many paths 

taken by actors engaged in this drama provide fertile grounds for examining the nation and 

its economy, not as a pre-given scale of social life and political organization, but as a 

contested constellation of improvised practices, inextricably entangled with new spatial 

forms of economics as well as geopolitics. 

 Far from being the makeshift arrangements of a population mal-informed about 

and ill-positioned to undertake ÒeconomizationÓ 131, contraband commerce should be 

understood as a constitutive outside of an only rhetorically formal economy. Tracking 

histories of contraband from the 1930s to present day as formations coeval with the advent 

of national borders and modern economies illustrates how informality or contraband 

needs to be approached historically and not reduced to instantiations of states failing to 

regulate economic life due to incompetence, corruption or incapacity. Nor are they simply 

reinsertions into the modality of the economic as resistant rural migrants and the urban 

poor are often presented with their distinct cultural and moral economies.  It is not 

contraband commerce, and the intermingling of so-called formal and informal economic 

practices, that is an anomaly but a part and parcel of modern capitalism and its formal 

economies. As Timothy Mitchell reminds us:  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
131 Callon, M and Koray Caliskan. 2009. ÒEconomization, part 1: Shifting attention from the economy 
towards processes of economizationÓ in Economy and Society 38:3, 369-398. Callon, M and Koray Caliskan. 
2010. ÒEconomization, part 2: a research programme for the study of marketsÓ in Economy and Society 39:1, 1-
32  
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Recall that even today, a century or more after global consolidation of the capitalist order, half 
a century or more after the invention of the economy, a majority of people live hybrid lives, 
neither market nor subsistence, neither capital nor labor, neither within the national economy 
nor quite outside it, escaping the fixed categories of economic discourse. The undetermined 
identities of those whose lives place them at the edge of the economy represent neither a non-
economic exterior, nor a temporary contradiction destined to resolve itself132. 
 

Beyond providing grounds to rethink various alignments of capital accumulation and land 

development in minor urban environments and across modern state borders, the Iranian 

Bazaar help us see ka•ak and fugitive economic action for what they are: central and 

constitutive elements of the national economy in Turkey, and more broadly of the social 

production of the region beyond national confines.  

It is to the relationship between the route and the border as the emblematic limits 

of those national confines that we now turn.  
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132 Timothy Mitchell, 1998. ÒFixing the EconomyÓ in Cultural Studies, 12:1, 100. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

Ka•ak Coordinates of Territory, or, 
 The Turkey/Syria Border as a Palimpsest of Sovereignty 

 
 

In the previous chapter, I examined economic imaginaries of formal economies and 

realities of contraband commerce. In this part I would like to shift our focus to the border 

and chronicle how the pilgrimage route has produced territory and sovereignty anew along 

shifting borders of Persia, Anatolia and the Levant. Rather than mere physical demarcation 

of already territorialized regimes of state sovereignty, borders have recently been re-

conceptualized as Òmaelstrom[s] of people, landscapes, and connections that both 

increasingly bind the region into a new grid and also maintain links outside of it at the 

same time.Ó133 In the case of the Turkey/Syria border, I aim to show how a spatial and 

temporal nesting of pilgrim and merchant mobility and their confluence on the route of 

the pilgrimage helped produce this maelstrom on a regional scale. The emphasis on 

LefebvreÕs production of space, I argue, is particularly useful to draw out the centrality of 

superimposition of histories and geographies to that spatial production.  In the case of the 

Turkey/Syria border this maelstrom has bound a diverse set of people to a new grid 

through and beyond the Hajj-e FuqaraÕ route.134 Yet, what was the relationship between 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
133 Eric Tagliacozzo, 2007. Secret Trades, Porous Borders: Smuggling and States Along a Southeast Asian Frontier, 
1865-1915. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 5. 
134 As Manu Goswami points out in Producing India: From Colonial Economy to National Space, LefebvreÕs work 
on social production of space and his emphasis on taking space as a modality of political and economic 
power provides us with important insights into Òthe uneven and differentiated character of global space, the 
reciprocal liaison between spatial practices and representation and the dynamic relationship between the 
modern state and spaceÓ (Goswami 2004: 35). Although LefebvreÕs rigorous and processual analysis of the 
triadic relationship between state, space and capital has not been extended to studies of borders, and instead 
been deployed exclusively in studies of urban environments, his 1954 dissertation research conducted on 
peasant communities in the Pyrenees is instructive for the fruitful engagement. (Please see Henri Lefebvre, 
1965. PyrŽnŽes. Lausanne: ƒditions Rencontre. Reprinted in 2000 as PyrŽnŽes, Pau: Cairn, without 
photographs and statistical tables, with a Preface by RenŽ Lourau and a Postscript by Pierre Lourau). For 
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traffic in goods and people on the one hand and the regulated mobilities of that grid?

 Extending LefebvreÕs framework on the Turkey/Syria border helps us redefine the 

border as a palimpsest135 of sovereignty, a layering of competing cartographies of territory 

and their attendant regimes of mobility. To parse the layers that form this palimpsest, I 

focus on transgressions and transgressors of these regimes. I show that by tracking shifts in 

the regulation, policing and criminalization of mobility, and the official designations of 

mobile subjects as pilgrims, tourists, merchants and smugglers, we can see the formation 

and transformation of sovereignty over time. This chapter then is about how the lives of 

the crossers of the Syria/Turkey border lands, or in LefebvreÕs language Òusers [of space],Ó 

shaped patterns of state territorialization. The routes and pathways our circulators and 

crossers of the border themselves exploit are produced, contested and transformed through 

a range of sociopolitical and discursive struggles over the precise coordinates of the region 

and modern stateÕs assemblage of territory and sovereignty.  

The pilgrimage of the poor route and the pathways it has opened up for its 

travelers, merchants and other patrons to fully partake in these struggles.  Through the 

confluence of ziyarat as religious mobility and ka•ak as commercial mobility, the pilgrimage 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Lefebvre on borders, please see Henri Lefebvre, [2009]. State, Space, World: Selected Essays, ed. by Brenner and 
Elden. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 110-113. On territory as state space, see Neil 
Brenner, and Stuart Elden, 2009.  "Henri Lefebvre on State, Space and Territory" in International Political 
Sociology 3, 358. On territory as a methodological assumption rather than an object of investigation in state 
formation, see John Agnew, 1994. "The Territorial Trap: The Geographical Assumptions of International 
Relations Theory" in Review of International Political Economy 1(1): 53Ð80. 
135 Although brought to popular scholarly parlance thanks Gerard GenetteÕs usage to explicate the process of 
layering of texts and draw out hypertextuality in literary production and criticism, the adjective 
ÒpalimpsestuousÓ was first coined by Phillipe Lejeune in his Barthesian pastiche titled ÒLe Roland Barthes 
sans peineÓ (1984).  On the intellectual history of the concept, see Sarah DillonÕs (2007) The Palimpsest: 
Literature, Criticism, Theory. New York: Bloomsbury, 4. See the distinction made by Dillon between 
palimpsestic, which Òrefers to the process of layering that produces a palimpsest,Ó and palimpsestuous, which 
Òdescribes the structure that one is presented with as a result of that processÓ (57).  
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route has insinuated itself into the geographies it has traversed and connected. From the 

large ÒWelcome to SyriaÓ placards written in Persian on the …ncŸpõnar border crossing 

between Turkey and Syria to bazaars named after the pilgrimsÕ in Gaziantep, TurkeyÑsome 

800 kilometers away from closest Iranian territory, Hajj-e FuqaraÕs traces on the border 

region are very visible indeed. In order to understand visitation as a particular form of 

transnational mobility in the case of Hajj-e Fuqara, however, we need to track the ka•ak, 

coordinates of territory the routes has traversed across the region. It is in that process of 

tracking the transformations of contraband commodities, circulators and state regulations 

thereofÑwhat I referred to here as the ka•ak or fugitive coordinates of national-state 

territory. In the process, I argue we uncover the layering of the border as a palimpsest of 

sovereignty.   

 In what follows I bring together four threads to advance this argument. First, I 

recount the emergence of religious mobility as a problem of sovereignty first between the 

Ottoman and Qajar dynasties over the MashriqÑ what is today Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, 

Palestine/Israel and Jordan). I then turn to the contemporary era and draw out the 

intertwining of pilgrimage and contraband commerce across the Iran/Turkey and 

Turkey/Syria borders. Remaining in the contemporary era, the third section recounts the 

transformation of a part-time police officer, part-time smuggler into a full-time contraband 

merchant, as the escalating conflict and violence in Syria led to the closing-off of cross-

border mobility between Syria and Turkey. Lastly, I move our narrative back in time to the 

1920s, when the Syria/Turkey border is in the process of delineation and the distinction 

between licit and illicit trade is up for political negotiation.  
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 Each section examines a particular history of sovereignty: namely the history of 

Iranian ziyarat in the Mashriq; the delineation of borders in the era of mandated nation-

states, and last these stateÕs efforts of territorializing their national space by policing 

contraband commerce and incarcerating its practitioners, while forming a more complex 

and selectively controlled mobility for the pilgrims.    

 
The Pilgrims across the Ottoman Mashriq: Transimperial Coordinates of Ziyarat 
between Persia, Anatolia and the Levant 
 
 

As we have already seen in the introduction, ziyarat, pilgrimage to the tombs of holy 

persons, has been a widespread practice across the Islamicate world. It also remained a 

contested topic of theological debate among different schools of Islamic jurisprudence, 

revived time and time again under different historical and political conditions. The 

emergence of ziyarat as a problem of diplomacy and the nexus of an imperial distinction to 

be drawn between the Ottomans and the Safavids dates back to the very first treaty signed 

between the two dynasties in 1555, which included a specific clause on pilgrimage mobility: 

In exchange for Safavid recognition of Ottoman sovereignty over Baghdad, Basra and 

western Kurdistan, Ottomans guaranteed Safavid subjectsÕ safe transit over Ottoman lands 

to the Hijaz for Hajj136 and access to Ôatabat shrines located in Najaf, Karbal$, K$%emayn, 

and Samarra in current day Iraq.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
136 In Pilgrims and Sultans: The Hajj under the Ottomans, Suraiya Faroqhi shows that Ottomans have devised a 
Hijaz route for Iranians in order to curtail the numbers of Ôatabat visitors and minimize the time Safavid 
subjects have spent around Baghdad dating back to sixteenth century, where Aleppo served as the meeting 
point between the pilgrims traveling over land from the Balkans and from Iran and Central Asia. After the 
congregation of the Balkan, Anatolian, and Iranian pilgrims in and near Aleppo, the Hajj candidates would 
travel down to the Hijaz through territory that is now Syria and Jordan (London: 1996, 128, 134-145.  
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 Yet these Ottoman assurances of safe passage to the Hijaz did not generate a 

continuous traffic of Iranian pilgrims. On the contrary, at various points in Islamic history, 

and especially at times of strife between the Safavids and the Ottomans, Òthe visitation of 

Karbala substituted for the pilgrimage to Mecca.Ó137 This substitution became the topic of 

lively theological debate over its permissibility. In other words, the substitution itself born 

out of a historical conjuncture at a trans-imperial nexus became the centerpiece of 

categorical theological debates in the aftermath Safavid designation of ShiÔi as the state 

religion. The Safavid formalization often lent theological deliberation, if not legitimation 

to certain ritual practices, the permissibility of which were contested among the Sunni 

schools of jurisprudence: ziyarat was arguably the most important among such practices.  

 The ShiÔi endorsement of Ôatabat visitation, which was taken as akin to the Hajj in 

religious value was a result of such processes of doctrinal differentiation as shot through 

imperial formations between Anatolia and Persia. What was at stake for the Sunni 

theologiansÑeven for those who deemed ziyarat permissibleÑnothing short of the 

singularity of Hajj as the pilgrimage in Islam. If ziyarat, particularly Ôatabat visitation was 

comparable to hajj in the type of religious virtue a traveler could potentially attain, then 

the argument followed that the canonical distinction between minor pilgrimages (ziyarat) 

and the pilgrimage (hajj) was hard to sustain. The value attached to the visitation of Imam 

HusaynÕs tomb in Karbala is apparent in a citation attributed to the sixth Imam JaÔfar al-

Sadiq, which states Òwhoever visits HusaynÕs tomb on ÔAshuraÕ is like one who performs 

pilgrimage to GodÕs seat.Ó138As Yitzhak Nakash also notes, the connection between the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
137 Yitzhak Nakash, ÒThe Visitation of the Shrines of ImamsÓ in Studia Islamica, No. 81 (1995), 154.  
138 Ibn Qulawahy, Kamil al-ziyarat, 147-149. 
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distinctly ShiÕi institution of the Imamate on the one hand and visitation on the other lies 

at the heart of that long history of doctrinal differentiation that time and time again 

elaborated the virtues of visitation for ShiÕi piety dating back to ninth century. The 

following citation, attributed to the eighth Imam ÔAli al-Rida (d.818), is a case in point: 

Every ShiÕi has a contact and an understanding (Ôahd) with the imams. The visitation of 
tombs of the imams is one of the best means for fulfilling and being faithful to that contact 
and understanding. Whoever undertakes ziyara of his own free will, thereby confirming the 
wish of the imams, for him the imams will intercede on the day of resurrection.139  

 
The institutionalization and formalization of visitation, particularly in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuriesÑthanks in no small part to the relative improvement in Ottoman-

Qajar relations after their last war in 1821-23Ñalso produced a rich archive of printed 

manuals of visitation throughout Iran. These manuals were not only formative in pilgrimsÕ 

ritual practices. They also operated as archives of the theological debates surrounding the 

cult of saints in Islam. They always featured quotes attributed to Imams like the ones 

referenced above and cited from tenth to thirteenth centuries140. If one purpose of this 

revival of ziyarat manuals was to claim the historicity of visitation within a particularly ShiÕi 

genealogy of theological tradition, another was to retain the importance of the visitation in 

(re)producing a particularly ShiÕi identity in the face of three challenges that emerged 

during the first three decades of the twentieth century: the criticism of the visitation by 

Islamic modernists, the revival of the Wahhabi movement under ÔAbd al-Aziz ibn SaÔud, 
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139 Mohammed Rida al-Muzaffar, ÔAqaÔid al-imamiyya, 2nd ed. Cairo: 1962, 93.  
140 Nakash names writings of Ibn Qulawayh (d. 980/81) as the first major attempt to regulate the dates of 
visitation of the imams and to emphasize the rewards to be gained from it in his Kamil al-ziyarat (Najaf, 1938). 
Nakash also mentions canonical classical jurists such as Abu al-Salah al-Halabi (d. 1055/6), Muhammad ibn 
al-Hasan al-Tusi (d. 1067) and Mohammad ibn Idris al-Hilli (d. 1202) who have examined ziyarat. For 
excerpts from HalabiÕs al-Kafi fi al-fiqh and Ibn IdrisÕ al-SaraÔir, see ÔAli Asghar MurwaridÕs Silsilat al-yanabiÔ al-
fiqhiyya, al-hajj (Beirut, 1990), 7:164 and 8:594.  
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and the formation of modern Iraq. I will first address the first two challenges and come 

back to the formation of modern Iraq towards the end of this section.  

 As the Islamic modernists such as Muhammad Rashid Rida propagated increasing 

the role of scripture in daily practices of Muslims and reducing the ritualistic differences 

between the Sunnis and ShiÔis, they specifically focused on the role of visitation, arguing 

that ziyarat was permissible only for the purposes of remembrance and for paying respect to 

the dead. All other practices, Ridha and his interlocutors argued, associated with ziyarat, 

had to be banned including: 

The glorification and worship of the dead and the tomb, the making of personal requests 
from the saint; the consideration of the tomb as possessing qualities capable of curing 
people from illness and disease; the recitation of poetry by the tomb; the placement of 
money boxes by the tomb for the benefit of its attendants; votive offerings and slaughtering 
by the tomb; the circumambulation of the tomb as if it were the kaÔba; and the building or 
repair of mosques near the tomb141. 

  
The emergence of puritanical Sunni Wahhabis in central Arabia posed, however, the most 

violent challenge to visitation practices of ShiÕi subjects both in Ottoman Mashriq and 

Qajar Iran. Inspired by a strict interpretation of Islamic jurisprudence associated with the 

Hanbali School and relying on a handful of scriptualist Hanbali scholars such Ibn 

Taymiyya, Wahhabis opposed the concept of shafaÔa. They instead argued that the cult of 

saints and tomb veneration were incompatible with the monotheistic teachings of Islam.  

Their opposition, however, also took the form of physical destruction. In the name 

of opposing shafaÔa, Wahhabis destroyed ShiÕi tombs in the Medina and Mecca in 1792, 

sacked Karbala and stripped the shrines of Imam Husayn and his half-brother ÔAbbas of all 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
141 Yitzhak Nakash, The ShiÔis of Iraq (Princeton, 1994), 45-46.  
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their gold and precious donations. In 1803 and 1806, they targeted Najaf142.  Whether it 

was for the purposes of reducing or dramatizing the doctrinal differences between ShiÕi and 

Sunni subjects, the routes of visitation were thus intimately linked to control of traffic 

across transimperial borders, the exercise of imperial sovereignty, and last but not least 

regional state formation.  

 The Ottoman stateÕs political suspicions of Iranians on the move in Anatolia and 

the Mashriq outlived the Safavids and the Qajars alike. The Sublime Porte archives in 

Istanbul feature many Iranian complaints about the ill treatment of pilgrims on their way 

to Hijaz and Iraq as well as Ottoman objections to Iranian rituals of caliph condemnation 

well into the early twentieth century.  As Selim Deringil shows, even late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century Ottoman administrations took measures to restrict the movements 

of Iranian zuwwar and shorten the time they spend in the Ôatabat in an attempt to curb the 

ÒspreadÓ of ShiÔism in Iraq143.  We see in these historically constellated and regionally 

engulfing dynamics that the permissibility of practices that allegedly marked doctrinal 

difference such as ziyarat, were intimately tied to political contestation. Moreover, 

jurisprudential debates over ziyarat were most lively and polarized at times of political 

upheaval. We observe this, for instance, in the imperial battles across Anatolia and Persia 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
142 Iranian genealogies of ziyarat do not, however, only include episodes of sectarian violence such as the 
Wahhabi attacks in the production of intra-Islamic difference. It also features declarations of Islamic unity in 
the face of doctrinal differentiation. One such example is Nader Shah who, during his coronation at Mughan 
in 1736, criticized the widespread ritual condemnation of the first three caliphs (sabb va rafd) as an underclass 
practice that Òstained the soil of Iran.Ó Nader Shah further attempted to bridge the widening doctrinal divide 
between Sunni and ShiÕa Islam by proposing that the Ottomans accept Iranian ShiÕism as a fifth madhab: 
madhab-e Jafari. For a detailed discussion of contestation over ziyarat between different schools of 
jurisprudence, see Josef Meri (2001), ÒA Late Medieval Syrian Pilgrimage Guide: Ibn Al-HawraniÕs Al-Isharat 
Ila Amakin al-ZiyaratÓ in Medieval Encounters 7.1, 3-15. For ziyara in Egypt, see C.S. TaylorÕs In the Vicinity of 
the Righteous: Ziyara and the Veneration of Saints (Leiden: Brill, 1999).  
143 Selim Deringil, ÒThe Struggle against Shiism in Hamidian Iraq: A Study in Ottoman Counter-
PropagandaÓ Die Welt des Islams XXX, (1990), 47. 
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over the Qizilbash in 18th century144, and the mass conversions of Sunni Arab tribes to 

ShiÕism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in Iraq145. The shifting landscape of 

pilgrimage therefore has to be understood in relation to the shifting and regional landscape 

of state sovereignty. 

Throughout the late 1890s and early 1900s we observe an increasing concern on 

the part of the Ottoman officials about the Òspread of ShiÔismÓ in Iraq: countless reports 

accumulated in Sublime Porte archives exhibit this concern starkly146. Coming precisely 

after the loss of most of its remaining Balkan possessions and their predominantly 

Christian populations as the result of the catastrophic war lost to Russia in 1877-78, the 

Empire under AbdŸlhamid II had no other option than revitalize the SultanÕs claim to 

supreme religious leadership enshrined in his role as the Caliph or the Emir-el-Mumineen of 

all Muslims worldwide. The ideological retrenching of the empire on the basis of a 

universal Islamic identity, however, generated novel problems precisely because any 

challenge to Ottoman legitimacy arising from an Islamic context acquired a new urgency147.  

The Ottoman-Qajar contestation over Iraq and the movement of Qajar subjects in-between 

posed one of the most pressing of these challenges.  
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144 Ayfer Karakaya-Stump, ÒSubjects of the Sultan, Disciples of the Shah: Formation and Transformation of 
the Kizilbash/Alevi Communities in Ottoman AnatoliaÓ (Unpublished dissertation, Harvard University, 
2008). 
145 BOA, Yõldõz Peraknede Ba%kitabet Dairesi Maruzati (Y PRK BSK), 57/16, 19 Rebi Ul-Ahir AH 1312/1, 
August 1898. The reports written back by a commission of five clerics sent to the region to assess the 
allegations of massive conversion of Sunni Iraqis to ShiÕism. In the same report, predating the ones we have 
opened this chapter with, Vahap Bey, a local state official in Baghdad, argues that the reports filed by the 
cleric confirm Òthe immediate need to counter the spread of ShiÕism and the proselytizing of akhunds 
(clerics).Ó 
146 B.B.A., Yildiz Esas Evraki: Section 14/Document 212/Envelope 126/Cart 3-7.  
147 Stephen Dugid, ÒThe Hamidian Politics of UnityÓ in Middle Eastern Studies vol. IX, no 2 (May 1973), 139-
155; Selim Deringil, ÒThe Struggle against Shiism in Hamidian Iraq: A Study in Ottoman Counter-
PropagandaÓ Die Welt des Islams XXX, (1990), 54; Kamal Salibi, ÒMiddle Eastern Parallels: Syria-Iraq-Arabia in 
Ottoman Times,Ó Middle Eastern Studies 15 (1979), p. 72, also quoted in Deringil (1990).  
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In a report148 dated August 26, 1907 and penned by the Ottoman Ambassador to 

Tehran, Ali Galip Bey proposed a four-step plan to curb the Òspread of ShiÔismÓ in 

Hamidian Iraq in particular, and within the Ottoman Empire in general. First, Ali Galip 

Bey called for the appointment of officially selected Sunni ulama to counter the ShiÕi 

propaganda that has taken Iraq Òhostage.Ó Only through investing in the education of the 

local populations, and a concerted counter-propaganda initiative undertaken by Sunni 

religious scholars, Ali Galip Bey maintained, the Ottomans could inculcate among Iraqis 

Sunnism and loyalty to the Caliph. Second, the Ambassador urged to expel all mujtahids, 

students and akhunds (clerics) of Qajar background from the shrine cities of Iraq. Third, Ali 

Galip Bey stressed that all Iraqis and ShiÕis should acknowledge the generosity of the 

Ottoman Caliph in making possible for ShiÕi men of learning to come to the holy shrines 

of Iraq for paying their visits to the saints in the first place.  

Ali Galip Bey was not simply concerned with the movements of clerics and students 

of ShiÕi seminaries between the Qajar and Ottoman realms. More drastically, he proposed 

a formal mechanism for controlling the movements of Iranian zuwwar to the holy shrines. 

He argued that this measure should be put in place to prevent their circulation among the 

population and restrict the time they were allowed to spend in Iraq. Lastly, the 

Ambassador proposed to devise new border policies that would separate pilgrims from 

merchants and render redundant the Iranian middlemen who allegedly expedited the 

business of ShiÕi merchants and pilgrims in Iraq, be it at the border, at the market or 

around the holy shrines themselves.  Only through such a comprehensive plan, Ali Galip 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
148 B.B.A, Y.E.E., 14/257/126/8, 13 August 1323/Ali Galip BeyÕs report on the spread of ShiÕism in 
Hamidian Iraq, 26 August 1907. 
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concluded, the credibility of Iranian propaganda, which claimed that the Shah and he 

alone was the sole protector of all ShiÔi interests, could be undermined and the mass 

conversions of IraqÕs Sunnis to ShiÔism could be contained.  

Another report by the former " ehbender (consul) of Khoy and SelmasÑboth small 

towns in northern Iran at the timeÑAli Reza Bey highlighted that Ottoman efforts at 

curbing the spread of ShiÔism were doomed until the state officials grasped both the 

religious prestige of the Iranian mullahs and their financial and institutional independence 

from the Iranian state. Without understanding these two points of difference in ulama-

state relations between the Ottoman and the Qajar contexts, Ali Reza Bey concluded, 

Hamidian Iraq was ill equipped to try and separate the cleric from the citizen, let alone the 

pilgrim from the merchant: 

The easiest thing in Iran is to become rich by joining the ranks of the mullahsÉ Once a 
poor man joined the learned profession and performed the pilgrimage to the holy shrines 
on foot, there receiving a diploma (icazet), in a few years he will be the owner of villages 
and farms149. 
 

It was then not only overt political contestation that transformed the routes of ziyarat. The 

concurrent flows of commerce and trade along visitation, too, remained a persistent theme 

in inter-state negotiations in the Middle East. Disagreements over the rights of pilgrims as 

they moved between Qajar and Ottoman territories of jurisdiction were not only 

theologically and politically, but also economically charged. Against Iranian representativesÕ 

complaints that the Ottomans were violating the terms of the treaty by taxing carpets, rugs, 

and woven prayer mats of the pilgrims as commercial goods, even though they were in fact 

for personal use. Vehemently opposing such allegations of misconduct, Ottoman border 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
149 B.B.A., Y.E.E. 14/212/126/ 7, ÒA Report by Major Ali Riza Bey. Officer attached to the Imperial General 
staff and former Consul to Khoy and SelmasÓ (no date).  
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authorities often retaliated by maintaining that merchants, Òpretending to be pilgrimsÓ 

(zuwwar kõlõ$õnda) crossed the Ottoman/Iran border. The same reports also relayed that 

these merchants made their fortune smuggling in cloaks (Ôaba), firuze (turquoise stone), and 

saffron to be sold in Karbala and Najaf Bazaars, and that these merchants almost always 

travelled with the pilgrim caravans from Iran, carrying bodies to be buried in the shrine city 

cemeteries. As Sabri Ate& notes, by the late nineteenth century the annual average of the 

ShiÔi foreign visitors of the shrine cities in Iraq was Òaround 100,000. They were drawn 

primarily from Iran and India. At that time, British officials estimated that the average 

amount spent by the Iranian visitors alone was 1,070,000 pounds.Ó150 In stark defiance of 

its conventional rendition to English as Ôminor pilgrimage,Õ ziyarat emerged as a serious 

contender to Hajj at the turn of the twentieth century. Not only in terms of revenues 

generated and but also in terms of numbers of pilgrims, Ôatabat visitation even surpassed 

Hajj:  

In 1872-73, the number of pilgrims to Mecca was 51,738, while that of zuwwar to the 
Ôatabat was 30,013. In 1873-4 the number of pilgrims was 65,401 and that of zuwwar was 
23,601. In 1882-83, the number of pilgrims was [recorded as] 46,519, while the number of 
zuwwar was 71,883.151 

 
 
The collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the designation of Iraq as a British Mandate were 

to ease the trans-imperial restrictions placed on the movements of Iranian pilgrims 

regionally. Nevertheless with the formation of Iraq as a British mandate state combined 

with the internal reform and secularization efforts under Reza Shah curtailed the 
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150 Sabri Ate&, ÒBones of Contention: Corpse Traffic and Ottoman-Iranian Rivalry in Nineteenth Century 
IraqÓ in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 30:3, 2010, 560. 
151 Ibid, 521. 
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movements of Iranian pilgrims regionally, and imposed strict quotas for visitations of 

the Ôatabat in Iraq for decades152 to come. 

Domestically within Iran ziyarat undertaken to Zainab and other shrines in Syria 

remained unheard or unrecorded until the cultural revolution. Not unlike Reza Shah, his 

son and successor, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, who reigned between 1941 and 1979, 

considered ziyarat to be a backward and superstitious practice, and remained deeply 

suspicious of religious proceedings in general153.  

Three processes throughout the 1980s turned the visitation of Zainab154 into one of 

the few safe ziyarat routes to take outside of Iran. First, the sites of Karbala and Najaf 

remained inaccessible for prolonged periods of time during the Iran-Iraq War, cutting 

Iranian access to Ôatabat shrines completely. Second, as Dr. Hani Mourtadha already 

recounted in chapters one and two, Bonyad-e ShaheedÕs voucher program sent some two 

thousand Iranian pilgrims per week to Syria at the Iranian stateÕs expense between 1986 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
152 Formation of modern Iraq poses a series of questions about periodization and lie outside the purview of 
this study. Here I am referring to the British Mandate Period in Iraq as the formal period between 1921 and 
1932 as well as the proxy rule period that lasts until the 1958 coup. I acknowledge that this historical 
periodization could further benefit from an analysis of ziyarat and broader mobility between Iran and Iraq 
when the latter is under Baath rule between 1968 and 2003.   
153 Mohammad Reza Pahvali, the son, undertook the ziyarat to Qom in 1950 and to Mashhad in 1953 in an 
attempt to reclaim his religious legitimacy. I treat the emblematization of Sayyida Zainab and the Iranian 
genealogy of her veneration in this broader Iranian interest in ziyarat. .  
154 The same geopolitical events transformed the objects of veneration as well as their hierarchies of value. I 
trace the emergence of Zainab as the mythical ideal-type for an Iranian revolutionary womanhood in chapter 
2 in greater detail. Here too I show how the elevation of Zainab as a national symbol was not just a tightly 
controlled state exercise. Nationally, and before the advent of the ziyarat to Syria, as Minoo Moallem shows, 
the deliberate choice to highlight Zainab over Fatima produced unintended consequences:  It allowed 
particularly young women to claim public space and vocalize their dissent against the Pahlavi regime without 
family interventions, opening up some space of political and social maneuver. Please see Minoo Moallem 
(2005), Between Warrior Brother and Veiled Sister: Islamic Fundamentalism and the Politics of Patriarchy, (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 91-98.The ziyarat undertaken to venerate Zainab has also had similarly 
unintended consequences. As we saw in greater detail in chapter two: Well beyond the statist rituals of 
welfare projected in Bonyad-e Shaheed voucher programs, Hajj-e Fuqara, in the hands of Iranians pilgrims has 
turned into a transnational escapadeÑone with an elaborate traffic that interwove religion, economy and 
politics together over four decades.  
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and 1988. Third and finally, during the 1987 Hajj season, Saudi police responded to 

Iranian protests of Israeli policies in the Middle East. The skirmishes that ensued between 

the Iranian pilgrims and Saudi Arabian police left 275 Iranian pilgrims dead. The event 

not only led the Iranian regime to cut all diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia.  In retaliation 

and citing security concerns of a peaceful gathering as pilgrimage, Saudi Arabia imposed 

strict quotas for each country for the following yearÕs Hajj, holding the Iranian quota 

deliberately low at mere hundreds. Iranian government in return refused to send any 

pilgrims to Hajj at all. These events dramatically shifted the possibilities of pilgrimage and 

further curtailed Iranian citizensÕ mobility already under stress because of international visa 

regulations. 

 Similar to how Karbala had historically acted as a substitute for Hajj for Iranian 

pilgrims, Sayyida Zainab provided a substitution for that substitution. Out of one arrested 

route of mobility, another emerged.  As alternative routes of religious mobility proliferated 

both within and outside of Iran, buses filled with Iranian pilgrims continued to traverse 

the borders between Iran, Turkey and Syria, adding an important destination to a 

regionally networked geography of visitation, as depicted in the hagiographical map of 

ziyarat below.  
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Figure 23: A hagiographical MapÑTehran, Iran. Middle Eastern Posters Collection, Box # 6 Poster # 273, 
Special Collections Research Center, The University of Chicago Library. Dated 1970-1990s. 
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Meanwhile, in the post-2003 Iraq self-proclaimed Salafi and other Sunni revivalist 

militant groups continued to target both the shrines themselves, particularly in Samarra 

and Karbala, Iraq, and the buses shuttling pilgrims from Iran. The doctrinal pretext was 

that seeking saintly intercession in worldly matters, shafaÕa, in particular, and ziyara itself 

should be condemned as bidÕah, a non-canonical and heretical innovation. These attacks 

rippled through Iran, shaping the relationship between the various routes and destinations 

in the broader geography of visitation. The attacks on and around Ôatabat shrines in Iraq, 

in other words, helped reroute Iranian pilgrims onto the ways of Zainab. And as Hajj-e 

Fuqara rose in popularity for pilgrims, states followed suit by having constituted a visa-free 

zone through which Iranians zuwwar could freely, if precariously, move. Yet that precarity 

also came with certain possibilities through which predominantly but not exclusively 

Iranians travelers on the paths of Zainab continued to walk the thin line between the 

pilgrim and merchant, the tourist and the smuggler, and last but not least the citizen and 

the denizen. We now turn to the creative improvisations these possibilities have 

engendered in the hands of Iranian travelers across Iran, Turkey and Syria.  

 
Many Crossers of the Border: Mohsen, Parastou and Their Shoes of Gold 
 

 
 

 
Maryam Haydarzadeh 
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Early October 2011 YŸksekova Haber, the most reliable media outlet operating out 

of TurkeyÕs Kurdistan, reported that the Turkish anti-smuggling special forces had 

discovered five kilograms of gold in two separate and simultaneously set-up checkpoints 

along the YŸksekova Ipekyolu highway. The gold was recovered from a pilgrimage bus and 

two cars, all with Iranian plates. The bus and the cars had already crossed into Turkish 

territory using the GŸrbulak border crossing, and were in transit to Syria, according to 

their self-reported route at the border. The news article was presented with a photograph of 

a one-kilogram golden brick placed on top of a manÕs shoe, right next to its wrap, both 

recovered from the ownerÕs insoles.  

 When I interviewed some of the Turkish authorities at the Iran/Turkey border in 

2012, they recounted how at first sight they dismissed wraps like these as amulets.  It was 

only with increasing reports of Iranian gold being sold in Turkey that the border guards 

and anti-smuggling special forces started paying particular attention to Iranians traveling 

across the borderland as pilgrims on their way to Zainabiyyeh near Damascus or those 

traveling to Konya to venerate Mawlana/Mevlana, Jalaleddin Rum”. Only in the context of 

this heightened awareness around gold then did the secrets of these amulets come to light.  

Although the numbers of these pilgrims constituted only a fraction of all travelers between 

Iran and TurkeyÑestimated at 2.5 million according to Ministry of Culture and Tourism 

records in 2012Ñtheir methods of evading border control and their material conduits of 

contraband commerce have come to condition how all Iranians were perceived.  With the 

Turkish officials ÒdecodingÓ (de%ifre in Turkish) these material conduits, the border officers 



181 
 

would suggest in their interview, the number of Iranian national targeted for surveillance 

and intelligence in anti-ka•ak operations also increased155.   

 
Figure 24: The Gold Caught in YŸksekova Silk Road Highway. YŸksekova Haber, October 2012.  
 

As a result of these operations the article continued, three Iranian nationals, named as 

Esmat Radmard, Eisa Jommehpour and Mahmoud Gharabaghlou were taken under 

custody and immediately deported from Turkey. The article ended on the panic-inducing 

note that this method of contraband commerce has become increasingly pervasive among 

Iranian nationals, hoping to Òcash inÓ on the stark price difference in gold between Iran 

and Turkey. At the time of the operation, in October 2012, a kilogram of gold cost around 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
155 As I will explore in greater detail in sections three and four below, the methods used by the special forces 
to counter cross-border tradeÑsuch as embedded agents traveling on the same buses, tasked with recording 
the array of hidden compartments or highway checkpointsÑare not alien to these landscapes, and were not 
invented to control Iranian populations. In fact, most of these methods the Turkish security forces have 
unleashed on Ògolden shoes,Ó (altin ayakkabilar) as they have come to be known in the area, were perfected on 
the Kurdish populations of the same geographies on its transgressive travelers from Iran.  
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60,000 Turkish Liras (around 25,000 USD) in Iran at the time of the articleÕs publication, 

the price for the same amount of gold starts at 100,000 Turkish Liras (approx. 37,000 

USD) in Turkey.  

The wrap itself was a repurposed cassette sleeve for a poetry album of the famous 

contemporary Iranian poet, Maryam Haydarzadeh. The rubaiyat (quatrains) that call into 

question the meaning of life and love had been repurposed to serve as the wrap-cum-

ÒamuletÓ for the contraband travels of gold between Iran and Turkey. HaydarzadehÕs 

quatrainsÑwildly popular particularly in the broader cultural topography of zendegi-ye 

ranandegi (Òlife on the roadÓ) with its heavily class-marked musical and artistic production 

most intimately associated with truckers, drivers and cabbies in IranÑin this particular case 

read: 

On the edge of your company I make my nest, 
I weave my songs in at its spotty places. 
To anyone who asks me for what I live, 
I give you as my excuse for life. 

 
ÒThat could have been my shoe!Ó was MohsenÕs first reaction when I showed him, in 

November 2014 in his Tabriz home, the picture YŸksekova Haber ran on its front page. 

ÒNot that gold and money are my sole purpose in life,Ó Mohsen inserted quickly, Òbut I do 

love Maryam Heydarzadeh!Ó In addition to being an index of the social milieu from which 

the Ògolden shoesÓ hailed, the ÒwrapÓ had a much more immediate function: For the eyes 

of the border guards or the police officers tasked with regulating traffic across TurkeyÕs 

eastern borders, the modified Arabic script and the stylized nastaliq writing on the ÒwarpÓ 

read ÒQurÕanic,Ó and hence spared it from inspection. Given the pervasiveness of carrying 

amulets with heavy metals (such as mercury and silver) and the relative ease with which 
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Iranian visitors on their way to see Mawlana or Zainab got to cross the border with Turkey, 

it was nothing novel, MohsenÕs wife Parastou interjected, that those traveling from Iran 

adopted and adapted methods of carrying personal possessions such as golden bricks in 

forms that would lend them a temporary shield from police surveillance. Parastou asked 

rhetorically, Òwhat better wrap than Iranian nastaliqÑa script, which Turkish eyes on the 

border ÔreadÕ as sacred?Ó 

Walking on a gold brick Ôtucked awayÕ into the sole of a shoe was surely an 

uncomfortable task according to MohsenÑa clerical worker for the state in his thirties 

living in the outskirts of Tabriz, Iran. Mohsen recounted, it was only through the security 

checks at the border that one had to Òcarry oneself well,Ó and quite literally, not drag feet 

across security checks in the unlikely procedure of getting off the bus. The next big step in 

the chain of conversions of value was finding a sarraf, a jewelry and currency merchant, 

who often served as an informal creditorÑboth in Iran and in Turkey.156  Yet, that sarraf 

had to be far enough from the Iran/Turkey border whose markets of gold remained 

relatively unexposed to Iranian goldÑone who would not offer them a lower than the 

ÔnationalÕ market price, knowing all too well that the gold comes from Iran.  

Mohsen and Parastou were old hands at border crossings indeed with a 

considerable amount of ka•ak experience of themselves. Hiding the gold that they had 

bought in Tabriz, Iran in the insoles of their shoes, and tobacco in their seats, Mohsen and 

his wife Parastou embarked on their first trip to Syria in 2009. It was on this first trip that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
156 See Subramanian, L. 1991. ÒBanias and the British: the Role of Indigenous Credit in the Process of 
Imperial Expansion in Western India in the Second Half of the Eighteenth CenturyÓ in Modern Asian Studies 
21:3, 473-510.  
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Parastou asked for saintly intercession to conceive a baby. Their second trip, almost two 

years later in 2011, was to thank the saints Sayyida Zainab and Ruqayya. 

My path crossed with Mohsen and Parastou first on that journeyÑtheir second to 

Syria. In a series of interviews I conducted with them in Tabriz in 2013 and 2014, they told 

me how they had previously shuttled cartons of Iranian cigarettes157 to Gaziantep on their 

way to the Sayyida Zainab shrine. When we had first met, they had just Òbranched out to 

goldÓ as they put it. The melting value of their national currency, the Rial, on an 

international scale, however, has become all the more hard-hitting once Iranian citizens 

ventured abroad to those locales such as Turkey, Syria and Lebanon, where Iranian 

mobility remained visa-free. As the effects of sanction became all the more pressing with 

shortages in medical supplies, automotive parts, and (ironically) refined oil158, they decided 

that they were not going to let their RialÕs value have a half-life, diminishing where it stood. 

Instead they were going to start saving their money in gold, not unlike Iranian state actors, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
157 I explore the emergence of tobacco as one of the main contraband commodities in Turkey in greater detail 
in Chapter 3.  
158 In her incisive analysis of the effects of international sanctions on Iranian economy, Mina Khanlarzadeh 
puts it most succinctly, which is worth quoting in full: ÒThe employment of economic sanctions against Iran 
dates back to the post-1979 Revolution. Starting as bans on the import of Iranian crude oil into the United 
States, sanctions later developed into the banning of all imports of Iranian refined and non-oil products, 
followed by an embargo of US exports in the 1980s. More recently, the enactment of the Iran-Libya 
Sanctions Act during the presidency of Bill Clinton made it so any investment in the energy sector of Iran by 
the US, such as the oil and gas industries, was strictly prohibited and (in the original version) any investment 
in IranÕs energy sector by foreign companies for more than twenty million dollars a year would result in 
imposition of the two out of a menu of six sanctions against those companies by the US..  Further sanctions 
against IranÕs financial sector, including IranÕs Central Bank and Tejarat Bank, have sought to cut Iran off 
from the global financial system and the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication 
(SWIFT). As a result, oil customers can no longer transfer money to Iran in American dollars, and countries 
such as China and India, either pay Iran in their own currencies, or export products in exchange for oil 
(i.e. barter transactions). Added to the economic sanctions is the Iranian stateÕs econo-political corruption, 
the recent reduction or removal of subsidies and other anti-working class economic policies. Overall, the 
economic sanctions have contributed to the depreciation of IranÕs currency and increasing inflation - issues 
that have impacted the everyday experiences of working and middle class Iranians.Ó 
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to acquire more stable foreign currencies such as Euro or US Dollars in Turkey159.  

Cognizant of the billion-dollar traffic in gold and older circuits of contraband 

commodities between Iran and Turkey, Mohsen and Parastou decided to diversify the 

commodities through the trade of which they preserved the value of their monetary assets. 

ÒOnce your moneyÕs value diminishes by the day, as if it were the half-life of uranium, what 

else could you do?Ó Mohsen asked rhetorically, when the three of us were sitting in their 

Tabriz home in 2014. Parastou continued where her husband left off: 

Once your normal is abnormal like in our precarious case, who is to say carrying gold and 
tobacco is contraband? Sanctions are the actual smuggling. What Zarrab, in collaboration 
with the Turkish state officials, is doing, thatÕs smuggling. Those who have reduced us to 
this role, leaving us no other option are the ones to blame. Shame on them, not on the 
ones who see no other option! One cannot expect to level economic disenfranchisement as 
political punishment, and expect that people will just follow suit.  

 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
159 In December of 2014, the national police in Turkey tapped into Zafer CaglayanÕs phone conversations. 
The Minister of Economy at the time, tasked with managing TurkeyÕs 800 billion USD economy, Caglayan 
has been recorded advising his collaborators to find a way to increase exports by at least $1 billion a month 
for the remainder of the fiscal year. His orders came from the top after a two-hour meeting with the then 
Prime Minister, now the President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The documents reveal a massive trafficking 
network in gold between Iran and Turkey via the UAE, China and Ghana. The covert efforts through which 
Caglayan and his associates undertook gold trade with the Iranian state, according to the stalled police 
investigation, eventually swelled to a multi-billion dollar operation: Hundreds of tons of gold flowed from 
Turkey to Iran, much of it via Dubai. That freed up Iranian money trapped in Turkish banks, while in turn 
boosting Turkish exports. The operation reveals along with Zafer Caglayan himself, Suleyman Aslan, then the 
chief executive officer of TurkeyÕs state-owned Halkbank, and an Iranian businessman, Reza Zarrab. 
Halkbank also happens to be the bank where Iranian government parked payments for natural gas and oil 
exports to Turkey. The surge in exports was markedly rapid and extensiveÑgold transfers to Iran jumped from 
$53 million in 2011 to $6.5 billion in 2012, fabricating macro-level numbers to balance the budget deficit 
that Turkey annually runs at just above 10% of the countryÕs GDP. While the gold transfers boosted overall 
exports by almost 13 percent in 2012, to $153 billion, from the previous year, they failed to offset the 
Turkish appetite for imports. The country ended 2013 with a $65 billion budget deficit, almost $20 billion 
up since 2012. In an interview conducted this April with the Turkish television channel A Haber, Sarraf 
estimated he himself alone enabled the exchange of about $12 billion US dollars in gold Ð approximately 200 
tons Ð between Turkey and Iran.  Once confronted about the massive scale of this operation and pressed on 
his undisclosed gains as the main middleman between the Turkish banks on the one hand, and Iranian state 
functionaries and wealthy businessmen on the other, SarrafÕs response was not only dismissive, but rather 
seeking acknowledgement for his services to the people of Turkey:  Ò15.5 percent of TurkeyÕs budget deficit I 
closed by myself.Ó  
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 In the face of increasing physical, political and economic confinement, for many 

Iranians, paths of Zainab offered a precarious route out of Iran and its myriad of 

internationally and regionally enforced confinements. It, however, also opened up 

financially lucrative possibilities for contraband commerce. While some of the Iranian 

pilgrims such as Mohsen and Parastou took advantages of these possibilities themselves, the 

relative ease with which the buses crossed into Turkey both from Iran and from Syria (on 

their way back to Iran) whetted the business appetite of contraband merchants in need of 

safe corridors or routes between Iran, Turkey and Syria. Soon after this news spread, 

contraband merchants began to recruit bus drivers to move goods off-the-record. The 

pilgrimage buses, on which the lines between commerce and visitation increasingly blurred 

as the elegies venerating Zainab and discussions about the latest exchange rates and the 

price of gold alternated, came into the purview of the state only when more Ôfull-timeÕ 

contraband merchants started making use of the buses, passing the Iran/Turkey and 

Turkey/Syria borders as pilgrims. It was after all a journey of both visitation and commerce, 

ham ziyarat ham tejarat160.  

 
Making of the Border and the Ka•ak•õ across Turkey and Syria: HõdõrÕs Story 
 
 

After nine months behind bars for being a part of a small-scale cross-border 

smuggling network that operated across the Turkey--Syria border Hõdõr, a former police 

officer in his late thirties and a father of three, was quick to reinvent himself. In his words, 

as a former Òpart-timeÓ police officer caught collaborating with a contraband network, he 

was forced to become a Òfull-time Ó contrabander. Unable to find another form of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
160 I will pick on the analysis of this qualification of the pilgrimage route in greater detail in Chapter 4.  
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employment as a former state official and border police convicted of corruption and aiding 

a smuggling network, and pressed to provide for his extended family in the meantime, 

Hõdõr turned to the opportunities that a different regime of patronageÑthose of his 

Kurdish kin that spanned across the Syria-Turkey borderÑopened up for him. HõdõrÕs dual 

identities were indeed many and in his person the lines between the representative and 

defier of sovereign authority, Turkish nationalism and Kurdish insurgency as well as 

legality and illegality blurred.  

 Not unlike most of his colleagues working on the …ncŸpõnar border crossing in 

Kilis between Turkey and Syria, Hõdõr got involved in cross-border commerce as a state-

employed border police officer, charged with the task of inspecting the customs between 

Syria and Turkey. In addition to preventing yasa dõ!õ (illegal) trafficking of people, drugs 

and arms, he was also tasked with keeping in check the kayõt dõ!õ (literally off the record, 

informal) economy of sugar, tea, fuel oil and cigarette trade on the Syria-Turkey border.  

These inspections often involved turning a blind eye to the enlarged gas tanks of cars 

crossing the visa-free border, constructed and filled up with Syrian oil in Aleppo at 

fractions of oil prices in Turkey. In addition to the buses, and trucks, taxi shuttles that 

connected Gaziantep and Aleppo moved not only passengers, but also sugar, tea and 

cigarettes in line with the quotas that the border punctuated and its custom regime 

dictated. Hõdõr soon found himself actively participating, rather than merely turning a 

blind eye to, the very cross-border economy against which he was employed to protect the 

market integrity and territorial sovereignty of Turkey.  
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 Barely able to provide for his four-person nuclear family, and supporting his 

extended family in Kilis for the past six years, HõdõrÕs position as a self-described Òpart-time 

police officerÓ and a muhbir (informant) for a cross-border contraband network came to an 

abrupt end, when the Syrian uprisings showed the first signs of turning into an atrocious 

civil war in 2011. Decreased flow of formal traffic across the border meant also fewer 

opportunities for trafficking. With few vehicles to ÒinspectÓ on the border, and pressed by 

others in his contraband network to inform them about other possible routes of passage 

between Turkey and Syria, Hõdõr found himself devising plans to chart out a new route for 

bringing sugar, tea, cigarettes and oil from Syria to Turkey. Based on the success of the first 

passage, a second and larger shipment was planned to deliver cigarettes and sugar to the 

Iranian Bazaar in Gaziantep, fifty kilometers north of the border, again.  Things did not go 

to according to plan the second time around. All merchandise was confiscated in a police 

operation that had been tracking the activities of the network for the past month. Fifteen 

people including two junior police officers and four juveniles as young as sixteen from the 

border village of Karkamõ& were convicted as smugglers, and charged with prison terms, 

ranging between four years and nine months. Hõdõr was one of the two junior police 

officersÑ who both happened to be ethnic Kurds native to the borderland161 between 

Turkey and Syria.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
161 I borrow the term ÒborderlandÓ from Gloria AnzaldœaÕs Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, San 
Francisco: Aunt Lute Book Company, 1987. Also see Alejandro Grimson and Pablo Vila, 2002. ÒForgotten 
Border Actors: The Border Reinforcers, A Comparison of the U.S. Mexico-Border and South American 
BordersÓ in The Journal of Political Ecology, vol. 9, 2002, 70-88; R Alvarez, 2012. ÒBorders and Bridges: 
Exploring a new conceptual Architecture for (U.S.-Mexico) Border Studies,Ó in Journal of Latin American and 
Caribbean Anthropology, vol 17, No. 1, pp. 24-40; Donna K Flynn, 1997. ÒWe are the Border! Identity, 
Exchange and the State along the Benin-Nigeria BorderÓ in American Ethnologist 24(2): 311-330. On circuits of 
migration and space, please see Roger Rouse, 1991. ÒMexican Migration and the Social Space of 
PostmodernismÓ in Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies, vol. 1.1, 8-23.   
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 Hõdõr had never wanted to become a police officer. It was rather a desire to fulfill 

the wishes of his father to stay away from Kurdish insurgency politics that compelled him 

to sign up to work for the state, which Òhad killed [his] brother.Ó HõdõrÕs eldest brother, 

Deniz, lost his life in a military operation in " emdinli, " õrnak some 20 years ago, having 

been a rebel fighter for the PKK162. Having sacrificed one son to the violent encounter 

between the Turkish state and Kurdish insurgency, his father pressed Hõdõr to stay from 

politics and instead become the pillar of economic stability for the family, which the latter 

badly needed. And thatÕs precisely what Hõdõr did: 

The border post was my second assignment as a police officer after having served in the 
Gaziantep police headquarters. I had already worked as a police officer for five years when 
two vacancies opened up at the …ncŸpõnar border crossing in 2009, and I put in an 
application. It was a double-pay position given that it was a high-security assignment and 
my extended family was closer to the border than to Gaziantep. Given that my family and I 
really needed the money, I applied for the position, not thinking twice about it.  Little did 
I know at the time that I was walking into a well-charted territory.  
 

For the first four months of his time as a border police officer everything seemed to be 

going well for Hõdõr. Except for rush-hour times at the border, when they had to inspect 

large vehicles such as trucks and buses as well as taxis operating between Aleppo and 

Gaziantep---the most notorious vehicles for contraband commerceÑthe workload was 

lighter compared to his previous assignment in the city of Gaziantep.  The alignment 

between state officials assigned to enforce border regulations, and smugglers committed to 

circumvent them started startling Hõdõr after those four short months.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
162Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan, or KurdistanÕs Workers Party is a Marxist-Leninist insurgency formed in early 
1980s to fight the Turkish state for Kurdish sovereignty, and later cultural rights and autonomy of Kurdish-
majority regions of Turkey. On PKK and political economy of the region, please see GŸllistan Yarkin, 
2015. ÒThe Ideological Transformation of the PKK Regarding the Political Economy of the Kurdish Region 
in TurkeyÓ in Kurdish Studies 3:1, 26-46; Harun Ercan, 2013. ÒTalking to the Ontological Other: Armed 
Struggle and the Negotiations between the Turkish State and the PKKÓ in Dialectical Anthropology. 37(1): 113-
122.  
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During one of these rush hour inspections at the border Hõdõr met a taxi driver, a 

Kilis local himself, whose trunk upon inspection revealed five kilograms of sugar and ten 

cartons of cigarettes. The taxi-driver first argued his case that the merchandise in the trunk 

was not above the duty-free quotas for the two passengers onboard. Upon closer inspection, 

it turned out that the passengers themselves had three cartons of cigarettes in their 

suitcases to begin with. The quota math was off to make a plea convincing, but the taxi 

driver was insistent. He was even defiant as if he knew that his bases were covered against 

the rookie policeman stationed at the crossing. When the driver saw that his plea made 

Hõdõr write his fine slip even faster, he angrily asked to speak with HõdõrÕs supervisor: 

Komiser Ahmet.  

According to HõdõrÕs account, the komiser came out to talk to the taxi driver 

personally, which Hõdõr had rarely seen him do during his tenure at …ncŸpõnar. Within 

fifteen minutes, the issue was declared resolved and the taxi driver was let go without a fine. 

At the time Hõdõr was puzzled by his supervisorÕs handling of the taxi driver, and wanted to 

inquire as to what his mistake was in assessing the taxi driverÕs case was. This marked the 

beginning of the end for Hõdõr at his …ncŸpõnar post. Komiser Ahmet warned him to 

remain content with what he had as a Kurdish police officer and not ask too many 

questions.  

 Hõdõr indeed stopped asking questions to the komiser, or anyone else. He had 

already learned what he needed to know from the drivers he was tasked with inspecting. 

Not even a month after his tense encounter with his supervisor, Hõdõr found out that 

Komiser Ahmet himself was implicated in a contraband network of his own. The network 
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shuttled its merchandise through Òaround twenty driversÓ to pass the border crossing with 

under the komiserÕs watch, and collect fifteen percent commission off their profits. The 

network fleet included a wide range of vehicles, from taxis and minibuses to logistical firm 

trucks and busesÑincluding but not limited to pilgrimage buses shuttling between Syria 

and Iran. With a supervisor himself implicated in contraband, Hõdõr reckoned that it was 

safe to form slowly but surely a cross-border network of his own. After all, many within his 

extended family hailed from villages on both sides of the Syria-Turkey border and had been 

engaged in cross-border trade.  Those early days Hõdõr recounted as follows: 

Business for the first two months was pretty regular and good. Although the situation in 
Syria was getting worse, and there were more and more refugees fleeing, the border traffic 
remained rather busy.  As long as komiser had work, and I had work, no one else cared 
how much contraband was flowing through the border.  
 

Five months into being Òa part-time police officer and a part-time contraband merchant,Ó 

Hõdõr thought he has indeed found himself a way of being content at the border while 

being Kurdish police officer, as his supervisor put it. Yet, with the traffic across the border 

thinning out as early as late 2010, it became increasingly difficult for Hõdõr to inform other 

members of his network about the best time to cross the border: ÒThere were no good, let 

alone best, times left to inform anyone. Even komiserÕs business was not going wellÓ  

 A week after HõdõrÕ realization that less traffic meant more trouble for his double-

role on the border, the bad news came: 3,838 cartons of cigarettes and 100 kilograms of 

sugar were recovered in an operation that searched through the seemingly empty back of a 

truck in Kilis. A carelessly tucked away piece of rope on the corner of the trunk revealed 

the concealed compartment built into the ceiling and sides of the back of the truck. Carton 

after carton of cigarettes were placed within a rope mechanism in these compartments to 
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ensure their speedy recovery. The sugar, on the other hand, was discovered in 

compartments built between the back wheels and the already expanded gas tank.  

Because the yŸk•Ÿ juveniles, who loaded and unloaded such trucks, and the driver, were 

caught as the Òactual actorsÓ in crime, they received the heaviest prison sentences, ranging 

from five to seven years.  The two police officers providing information on the best times 

and routes of operation and the welder who designed and constructed the hidden 

compartments were given prison sentences of nine months each. Hõdõr was one of those 

police officers. The actors occupying the lowest ranks of the network both in terms of 

authority and earning were charged with the heaviest sentences for being physically present 

during the operation, while proving information and technical expertise that allowed the 

actual trespassing of the border was deemed as ÒaidingÓ rather than ÒcommittingÓ an extra-

legal and not only informal cross-border operation.  

 ÒIt was all the komiserÕs doing, I am sure of it. He just could not share the border, 

definitely not with a Kurdish local like myself.Ó recalled Hõdõr.  It was this competitive edge 

of the contraband business imbued with a calculating sense of Turkish entitlement, 

according to Hõdõr, that led to his arrest and the dismantling of his contraband network 

composed primarily of ethnic Kurds traversing the border landscape. HõdõrÕs conviction 

remains impossible to prove, but where his conviction led him after he served his prison 

sentence proves more significant for our purposes. Confronted with an increasingly violent 

conflict in Syria and pressing demands for contraband commodities back in Turkey as well 

as in Syria, Hõdõr had to reinvent himself after having served his sentence of nine months. 

As a full-time contraband merchant, yet this time around cut off from the border crossing, 
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which he knew too well as a Òpart-time police officer, Ó his search for work and need for re-

invention led him back to the Iranian Bazaar in Gaziantep, where we met at the end of 

2011: 

Like everyone in Gaziantep I knew that a lot of contraband passed through the bazaar 
thanks to the pilgrimage buses. But that was another well-charted territory. Most of the 
time the merchants had connections to the bus drivers and excluded all middlemen from 
their dealings. With pilgrims acting shields so to speak, whom the border officers often 
allowed to pass the border crossing with no or minimal inspection, the buses were the 
perfect vehicles for moving anything heavy in value or light in weight. I thought at least I 
could travel on these buses and move my merchandise on my own. 

 
Making inroads with the merchants of the bazaar revealed to Hidir rather quickly that they 

were well stocked with their contraband goods shuttled on pilgrimage buses. In other 

words, unless he wanted to load and unload and do other kinds of menial work, the bazaar 

was not going to yield any ÒbusinessÓ or new partners in business for Hõdõr. Two months 

after HõdõrÕs first attempts to find work in the Bazaar, there were no more Iranians or buses 

to speak of in Gaziantep: Following another abduction of a pilgrimage bus, as explored in 

the introduction, the Iranian state issued a ban on all road-travel from Iran to Syria.   

 As of February 2012 the merchants of the Iranian Bazaar themselves had to find 

other ways to secure the contraband sugar, cigarettes and tea that the local population 

demanded. It was another turning point where arrested mobilities generated a new 

pathway of mobility. They turned to Hõdõr and others with connections to Kurdish border 

villages, like Karkamõ! . The mules, the resans (guides) and the yŸk•Ÿ juveniles of these 

villages replaced the Iranian buses as the vehicles of contraband. It was, however, not only 

the route and the vehicles of the contraband that had to be reconfigured; the direction and 

the contents of the contraband had to be adjusted according to the contemporary situation 

as well. Against the backdrop of an autonomously operating Kurdish region in Syria, 
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Rojava163, increasingly distant from the rest of Syria mired in violence, new economic 

relations had to be forged with the Iraqi Kurdistan and Turkey. In addition, a life-

threatening shortage of medicine and medical supplies in Syria itself also configured the 

contents of the traffic across the Syria/Turkey border.  

With gas and fuel oil shortages in Syria itself, merchants such as Hõdõr had to 

stretch their operations into Iraqi Kurdistan to secure oil to be sold in Turkey. In addition 

to the economic demands of the highly unstable situation on the ground that produced 

new commodities to be shuttled across the border, Hõdõr asserted, his reinvention as a full-

time contraband merchant was motivated by a political commitment to break the isolation 

of Syrian Kurdistan in general, and ease the living conditions of his relatives in Al-Jarablus 

in particular.  

 HõdõrÕs story, and the many positions he has held in relation to state and insurgent 

sovereignties showcase the refusal to passively accept his conditions of existence and to 

instead creatively improvise in relation to the changing material conditions on the ground. 

The creation of the border between Turkey and Syria in the early 20th century did not only 

produce a demarcation of sovereign territories; it also rendered formerly legal economic 

networks as Òcontraband commerce,Ó in the process imbuing them with additional 

economic and political value. Even as newly delineated states sought to incarcerate 

populations within enclaves of political and socioeconomic isolation, actors such as Hidir 

turned to enduring kinship networks and emergent spaces of political autonomy (such as 

the Kurdish-controlled areas of Syria) to forge new routes of mobility and secure new 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
163 David Graeber, ÒWhy is the World ignoring the revolutionary Kurds in SyriaÓ in The Guardian, October 
2014; Amed Dicle, ÒÒRojavaÕs Political StructureÓ in Jadaliyya, September, 2013.  
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means of livelihood. While the contents of these networks are dictated by the 

contingencies of social life, the form through which they are conducted are intricately tied 

to not only regimes of state sovereignty, but also networks of kinship that are imbued with 

new economic and political functions once the former regimes and pathways of mobility 

have to be reconfigured in light of conflict.  

 There was a widely recognized disconnect between the formal closing of the border, 

and the flourishing traffic in refugees, international aid, arms, and armed forces ÒThe 

border had never been more open,Ó asserted Hõdõr, referring to the now fully disclosed 

traffic in arms and medical supplies that made their way to mostly Sunni brigades within 

the Syrian opposition fighting against the regime. ÒThe border had never been more open,Ó 

asserted Hõdõr, referring to the now fully disclosed traffic in arms and medical supplies that 

made their way to mostly Sunni brigades within the Syrian opposition fighting against the 

regime.  

Although the Erdogan administration in Turkey attempted to produce the border 

as only open in one direction, that being for the refugees fleeing Syria into Turkey, 

alternative media documented and locals along the 957-kilometer border witnessed a heavy 

traffic not only in refugees, arms, medical supplies, but also a traffic in sovereignty itself. If 

the pilgrimage route itself could be taken as the traffic leaving its traces on the border, then 

the border itself could be understood as the palimpsest. Precisely because territorial 

sovereignty of nation-states involved in our field are at times discontinuous and almost 

always incongruous with the realities of borderlands, the mobile subjects who cross it or 

aim to transgress it become targets of constant reinforcement, criminalization as well as 
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incarceration. Against the backdrop of an emergent sovereign region in SyriaÕs Kurdistan, 

negotiations of economic transactions and political tractions are possibly better 

conceptualized not around a merely scalar production of sovereignty, but rather through a 

constant struggle of ÒautogestionÓ as proposed by Henri Lefebvre. Lefebvre writes Òeach 

time a social group  (generally the productive workers) refuses to accept passively its 

conditions of existence, of life, or of survival, each time such a group forces itself not only 

to understand but to master its own conditions of existence, autogestion is occurring.Ó 

(Lefebvre 2009: 135).  

It is in the ka•ak•i use's of state territory as users and producers of space that 

augestion shows how that traffic itself deemed marginal to spatial coordinates of state spaces 

remains central to perpetuation of state authority and to the transgressions thereof. 

However short-lived and precarious it might, it is not a coincidence that Al-Jarablus and 

Kobane as well as the broader Rojava region were key sites of struggle in the production of 

the Syria/Turkey border. Yet what were those historical conditions of possibility for this 

type of autogestion? How did a border that had never existed come to divide Anatolia and 

the Levant into modern Turkey and Syria? It is to those conditions of possibility that we 

now turn.  

 
Spaces of Sovereignty: Turning the Franco-Turkish Frontier into the Syrio-Turkish 
Boundary through Contraband Commerce (1916-1959) 
 
 

After World War I the exact delineation of the post-Ottoman border between the 

newly established states of Syria and Turkey remained uncertain for fives decades to come. 

Border formation, in other words, was a prolonged and to this day contested process: It 



197 
 

engulfed an entire region into new grids of mandated and national sovereignties, while 

perpetuating a discourse of ÒartificialityÓ164 among nationalists, anti-imperialists, 

imperialists and most recently jihadists. In the early 1920s the Ankara government and the 

French Mandate authorities used the disagreement over where the border should lie as the 

pretext for a broader allocation of territory in the region to the French and British 

mandates, enshrined in the infamous Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916. 

 
Figure 25: Sykes-Picot Agreement Map signed by Mark Sykes and Fran•ois Georges-Picot, 8 May 1916. Image 
from UK National Archives MPK1/426, FO 371/2777 (Folio 398). 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
164 Sara Pursley, 2015. ÒLines Drawn on an Empty MapÕ: IraqÕs Borders and The Legend of the Artificial 
StateÓ (Part 1 and 2)Ó in Jadaliyya, June 2, 2015. http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/21759/lines-drawn-
on-an-empty-map_iraq%E2%80%99s-borders-and-the 
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With a project of establishing a colony in modern-day Turkey that consisted of a 

vast geography extending from Adana and Cilicia on the Eastern Mediterranean coast to 

Antep, Urfa, and Mardin in the East, the zone commonly referred to as Òthe blue zoneÓ 

became the grounds for the French incursion into Anatolia. French troops briefly occupied 

a large part of Cilicia and Alexandretta also claimed by the Ankara government. The 

French accused the Ankara government of sending armed bands deep into Syria to incite 

and support anti-French opposition already organizing particularly in Aleppo. With the 

Franklin-Boullion Agreement of 1921, all fighting between the French and Turkish forces 

ceased.  The territories of the newly founded republic of Turkey and French Mandate Syria 

were opened to renegotiation and agreed upon in principle with the exceptions of 

Alexandretta and Antioch to the West on the one hand and Nisabin/Al-QamishliÑdistricts 

of Mardin and DiyarbekirÑto the east on the other165. Even though the territorial integrity 

of both states was established in the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, the year long 

independence of the Republic of Hatay (Antioch) and later ceding of the territory of the 

former Ottoman sanjak of Alexandretta into Turkey in 1939 further changed the borders 

separating Syria and Turkey.166  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
165 Edmund Burke, 1973. ÒA comparative view of French native policy in Morocco and Syria, 1912-1925,Ó in 
Middle Eastern Studies 9(3), 175-86. Phillip Khoury, 1987. Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics of Arab 
Nationalism, 1920-1945, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 110-115. As we observed in the case of 
ÔAintabÕs historical and urban transformation into Gaziantep, the French invasion and the local opposition 
to it were enshrined into the very names of the places included in the ÔoriginalÕ blue of the Sykes-Picot Treaty: 
Adana, Marash, Antep, Urfa, Diyarbekir and Mardin. Khoury mentions the loss of not only AleppoÕs 
agricultural hinterland but also its Mediterranean port in Alexandretta in the late 1930s as the most critical 
impetus in the making of the alliance between anti-Mandate fractions in Aleppo that link up with Damascus, 
166 On Alexandretta and its Turkish annexation, see Keith D. Watenpaugh, 1996. ÒCreating Phantoms: Zaki 
Al-Arsuzi, the Alexandretta Crisis and Formation of Modern Arab Nationalism in SyriaÓ in International 
Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 28, 363-89.  
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Particularly after the loss of Mosul to the British Mandate in Iraq and Cilicia to 

Turkey, or respectively oil sources and a key port sitting at the intersection of Levantine 

trade routes, the only way remaining to make Syria a profitable colony, members of the 

Parti Colonial reckoned, was through industrial agricultural cultivation167. Several reports 

about the economic prospects of the French mandate state in Syria highlighted the urgency 

of taking control of the Orontes and Euphrates valleys as well as the Jazira plain in Syria in 

order to implement this plan to render the mandate profitable for the French 

administration168. As Seda Altug demonstrates in the case of the Jazira plain, located on the 

northeastern edge of Syria between the borders of Turkey and Iraq, the mandate 

authorities Òopened up the frontier region to cultivation through implanting Christian and 

Kurdish refugees [displaced from Turkey] conceived as the future peasants of the region.Ó169 

While the French promoted such a resettlement scheme to populate the frontier zone for 

the projected economic gains, they also hoped that such a scheme would be useful 

politically by installing a buffer zone against both the Turkish nationalists in Turkey and 

against the Syrian Arab nationalists in Syria.    

These French colonial party schemes to draw borders between the Levant and 

Anatolia, and populate its Syrian side primarily with Christian and Kurdish refugees fleeing 

from Turkey further bolstered the claim that the allocation of territory disregarded the 

historical realities and mutual imbrication of communities on the ground. Thus a large 
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167 C. M. Andrew and A. S. Kanya-Forstner, 1971. ÒThe French Colonial Party: Its Composition, Aims and 
Influence, 1885-1914Ó, The Historical Journal, 14: 1 99-128. 
168 See the reports of P•re Poidebard. MAE, E-Levant Syrie-Liban, Vol. 299; P•re Poidebard, Notes sur la 
Haute Djezireh, 1926; CADN, Cabinet Politique, Fonds Beyrouth, Box 571, Rapport du P•re Poidebard du 
6.01.1928 sur la situation des RŽfugiŽs en Haute JŽzireh en Octobre 1927.  
169 Seda Altug, 2011. ÒSectarianism in the Syrian Jazira: Community, land and violence in the memories of 
World War I and the French Mandate (1915-1939),Ó Unpublished Dissertation, Utrecht University.  
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scholarship that explained away SyriaÕs political volatility in the post-Ottoman, post-

Mandate and post-colonial periods as the predictable outcome of SyriaÕs ÒartificialityÓ 

emerged. 170 It was, however, not only orientalist scholars who perpetuated this narrative of 

artificiality.  Given that the very terms of these border negotiations were set between the 

French Mandate administration and the Turkish Republic, Syrian nationalistsÕ invocations 

of the artificiality of its borders were second only to those of Iraq. Yet in the counter-

hegemonic historical discourse of The Syrian-Arab nationalists, embracing the discourse of 

ÒartificialityÓ of Syria came with a qualification: In Ghassan SalameÕs words, most Arab 

nationalists viewed this separation of territory as Òalways lessÓ (du toujours moins),171 

referring to the historical boundaries of Balad As-sham and those of the French Mandate 

Syria. The spatial discrepancies between the territories claimed as the homeland of an ideal-

type of pan-Arabism on the one hand with the mandated realities on the ground on the 

other set the conditions of possibility for Syrian nationalism.  

The French schemes that aimed at turning the Jazira plains to the industrial 

agricultural hub of a new Syria, peopled with Christian and Kurdish refugees, generated 

extreme anxiety and diplomatic protests not only among the Syrian nationalists, but also 

among the Turkish ruling elites. Wary of the possible formation of Òan enclave of 

undesirables,Ó in particular Armenians and Kurdish political refugees, to the immediate 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
170 Roger Owen, 2002. State, Power and Politics in the Making of the Modern Middle East. London: Routledge; 
Milton J. Esman and Itamar Rabinovich, 1988. Ethnicity, Pluralism and the State in the Middle East (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1988); Eyal Zisser, 2006. ÒWhoÕs Afraid of Syrian Nationalism? National and State 
Identity in SyriaÓ in MES 4, no. 2,179-198; AndrŽ Raymond, 1980. La Syrie d'aujourd'hui. Paris: CNRS) The 
historical period that follows immediately from the mandate period, between 1946 and 1958, is often named 
Òthe struggle for SyriaÓ as in the title of Patrick SealeÕs 1965 book, The Struggle for Syria: A Study of Post-war 
Arab Politics, 1945-1958 (London: Oxford University Press. 
171 Ghassan Salama [1999], Al-Mujtama` wa al-dawla fi al-Mashriq al-̀ arabi [State and Society in the Arab 
Levant]. Beirut: CAUS, 59. Also quoted in Seda Altug, 2011, ibid, 66.  
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south of its border in Jazira, the Turkish officials pressed the French mandate authorities 

to control their side of the border more rigorously.  Between 1925 and 1927 in particular, 

Turkish stateÕs complaints about Kurdish trans-border incursions into Turkish territory 

and the resettlement of Armenian survivors and refugees of the Genocide in the frontier 

zone took over the Turco-French diplomatic correspondence, as evidenced by countless 

reports housed in the French Mandate archives in Nantes. In response to Turkish 

condemnation of the French for sheltering Kurdish rebels and allegations that the French 

were colonizing the frontier with Òmalicious elements,Ó the mandate authorities described 

the Turkish anxieties as misplaced and hyperbolic. A letter dated 27 January 1925, drafted 

in response to these Turkish allegations, is telling of the terms of this diplomatic back and 

forth:  

Since the beginning of the armistice, the biggest problem that the mandatory power is 
trying to resolve is the refugee problem. We have received 96,450 refugees since then and 
they are all impoverished people. France has made great economic sacrifices for them. Just 
for the sake of reliving pressure on the north of Syria, we have settled two-thirds of these 
poor people in inner Syria. The rest reside in Aleppo and in the Sanjak of Alexandretta 
and their settlements were realized calmly and in deference to the Muslim population.172  

While the resettlement of refugees constituted one bone of contention between the 

Turkish and French authorities, the political alliances between them and the Kurdish 

notables constituted another. Contrary to what one might assume, both authorities forged 

alliances with these notables. In 1923, a joint Turkish-Kurdish force led by the leader of 

the Kurdish Hev•rkan tribe, Hadjo Agha, ambushed the French occupation forces in 

Bayandour. As a result, twenty-one French soldiers, comprised mostly of Senegalese recruits 
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172MAE, SŽrie Syrie-Liban, vol. 177, Relation Turquie- Fran•aise. Also quoted in Martin Van Bruinessen, ibid, 
101-4; and in Seda Altug, ibid 59-60. 
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of LŽgion Syrienne, 173 were killed. Once Hadjo Agha bowed to French rule in 1926, he 

explained in his letters addressing the mandate authorities that Turkish military and state 

officials encouraged him and some other Arab tribal leaders to cause unrest in Jazira since 

the beginning of the French campaign in Syria174. Well before the Hadjo AghaÕs 

confessions recounted by the French the fatal ambush of the French forces, commonly 

referred to as the Bayandour incident, drove home the point for the French mandate 

officials and strategists that neither mandate nor their alliance with local and displaced 

Kurdish populations of the region was a given. Instead the mandate was slated to be a 

period of a constant negotiation. Following this ambush, and overwhelmed by the Druze 

revolt in southern Syria, the French mandate authorities suspended their incursion deeper 

into Anatolia. Having faced fierce resistance in Urfa, Antep and Marash, all French claims 

to Cilicia and the Òblue zoneÓ of the Sykes-Picot map had to abandoned. The French 

military force instead retreated to the limits of the Khabur River.  

With the signing of the Convention of Good and Neighborly Relations between France 

and Turkey in February of 1926, the mandate military officers stepped up their 

reconnaissance tours with the declared aim of entering into negotiations with the Kurdish 

and Arab tribal sheikhs and winning them over for the French cause in Syria175.  

Concessions to engage in commerce through French posts proved to be the most effective 

method of recruitment for the mandate reach-out: A well-known French mandate officer of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
173 LŽgion Syrienne refers to the French troops recruited exclusively from West Africa, primarily Senegalese as 
well as non-Muslim and non-Arab Syrians into its ranks. It was renamed first as Troupes Auxiliaires and in 
1930 as Troupes SpŽciales du Levant. 
174 CADN, Fonds Ankara, Ambassade, no. 104, Compte Rendu no. 2539 du GŽnŽral Billotte, reprŽsentant 
Haut Commissaire ˆ M. lÕEnvoyŽ extraordinaire ˆ Damas. Alep, 21 September 1926, 1-3. 
175 Martin Thomas, 2002. ÒFrench Intelligence-Gathering in the Syrian Mandate, 1920-40Ó, Middle Eastern 
Studies, Vol. 38, No. 1, 1-32.  
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the time, Poidebard recounted in his notes on the situation of Kurdish refugees in High-

Jazira, Òsome of them come to make trade in the frontier posts, a lot of them are originally 

from Mardin and the neighboring mountain, Jabal Tour. The young men of the Jabal are 

arriving with their families to join the LŽgion Syrienne
 
which has already recruited a small 

number of Assyrio-Chaldeans at Hassatche.Ó176  

 These concessions, however, did more than generate a rapprochement between the 

French Mandate and various Kurdish tribes: they also further galvanized the Turkish 

authorities. In an attempt to curb the movement of not only people, but also of goods, the 

Turkish state proposed a 100-meter no-manÕs land on both sides of the border to arrest the 

mobility of native inhabitants of the borderland.  Both the tedious border delineation 

procedures and the Turkish anxiety over Kurdish movements across the border also meant 

a loss of land for the locals. Unable to engage in agricultural cultivation or in raising 

livestock due to the fact that most fertile land remained on the southern and Syrian side of 

the border, cross-border trade became the only possibility of securing a livelihood across 

the newly erected border. The French concessions that either actively encouraged or turned 

a blind eye to Kurdish traders continued to be a topic of Turkish condemnation and 

French denial of those allegations for another decade to come.  
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176 CADN, Syrie-Liban, Cabinet Politique, Box 569, ÒSituation des refugies en Haute DjŽzireh,Ó Octobre 
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Figure 26: Annotated Border Delineation sketches between Kilis and Al-Jarablus, 1926.  
Image from CADN archives. No 257/4 attachment, 224/27. 177 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
177 The three annotations from the right to the left read:  
i. ÒThe part of Karkamõ& overlooking the railway station and the Euphrates Bridge has been left to the 
Turks.Ó 
ii. ÒA mistake crept into the copy of the text of the Ankara Accord allowed the Turks to create an enclave 
around ‚ obanbey (3,500 meters from the railway stations of the same name).Ó 
iii. ÒTurks have claimed a number of KilisÕ villages to the south and southeast of the city that, they claim, 
belong to Turks of Kilis. The villagers who inhabit these lands are fully vested and being highly compromised 
by the Turks. They must remain ours. On the other hand, it too is possible to return a part of the wineries, 
olive orchards and gardens located in the southeast of the city. These lands (terrains) could constitute an 
object of exchange.Ó 
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The Turkish archives of the 1930s and 40s illustrate the anxiety that not only 

Kurdish Òrebels,Ó but also these traders generated for the new Republic. They illuminate, 

the great lengths to which the Turkish state went in order to curb the mobility of the 

inhabitants of its eastern border without offering them an alternative within the country 

itself. With most of their land either lost to the border zone or transferred to the direct 

jurisdiction of the military, the locals had no other option than cross-border commerce in 

order to sustain their livelihoods.  

A complaint letter a group of grape farmers178 filed directly with the Kilis Chamber 

of Commerce and the subsequent report that the Chamber has drafted and forwarded to 

the central national authorities in October of 1933 is a case in point: In this letter a group 

of grape farmers chronicled how their grapes, which were much renowned in the region for 

rakõ and wine production were treated as second-grade produce within the Turkish market. 

Compounded by the costly shipment of their produce from the border region into central 

Anatolia, the farmers presented two options to the state officials: Òeither give us a fair price 

and include subsidies to transportation of our produce to central Anatolia, or give us 

permission to export our produce to Syria.Ó While similar complaints179 about pistachio 

cultivating and livestock raising form the backbone of these archives, state-level responsesÑ

if given at allÑeither misconstrued the facts of the cases (such as prices offered to farmers) 

or disregarded the grievances of the local populations. Instead, the officials allege that these 

complaints show that the Turkish state had successfully curtailed the funding of Kurdish 
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178 Republic of Turkey Ankara State Archives, Basbakanlik Cumhuriyet Archives [BCA], 1932. 
030.00.10.155.90.10. 
179 BCA, 1933. 030.00.10.265.787.8 
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insurgents in Syria. Despite all the self-congratulatory reporting on the part of state officials 

located in the border zones, both cross-border trade and transhumance persisted in the 

region well into the 1950s. While incarcerating primarily Kurdish locals for minor 

offensesÑ such as Arap ka$õdõ contraband cigarette papersÑ became routine, cross-border 

commerce was named as the Ònatural form of subsistenceÓ in the region according to 

contemporaneous media accounts, as we have already seen in the previous chapter.  

Only in 1955 and through a massive international program that laid in 616,000 

mines across the 900-kilometer border the Franco-Turkish frontier was transformed into a 

Syrio-Turkish boundary. Initiated by the Menderes government in 1954 and executed by 

NATO NAMSA between the years of 1955 and 1959, the mining of the Turkey/Syria 

border resulted in around 10,000 people losing their lives and 20,000 being disabled or 

debilitated as they attempted at crossing the border.  The 616,000 mines were evenly 

distributed in a 600-kilometer segment of the 957 km border between Turkey and Syria, 

extending from Hatay through Kilis, Gaziantep, Sanliurfa and ending with Mardin and 

" õrnak. The 350-meter wide corridor of mines also meant yet another wave of land 

dispossession, vital for agricultural cultivation and livestock production.  

 The social history of the Turkey/Syria border, punctuated by a series of border 

delineation commission meetings between 1923 and 1960, reveals the fraught and 

incomplete process of separation that targeted not only land, but also goods and people in 

the post-Ottoman Levant and animated this traffic.  It is only once embedded in this 

broader geography and longer history of traffic that the pilgrimage route acquires its 

salience as a passageway unobstructed by visas or the possibility of sectarian violence.  
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This delineation project also cut off the Levantine commercial centers, Aleppo in 

particular, from their natural hinterlands such as Gaziantep and Sanliurfa, which remained 

under Turkish sovereignty, as I explored in chapter three. It was no coincidence that the 

border that was meant to allocate sovereignty between the Turkish and Syrian states cut to 

the very heart of a Kurdish majority geography180, rendering sovereignty itself as a ÒsurplusÓ 

of state formation, and subsequently producing two Kurdistans cut off from each other 

with one of the most heavily mined borders in the world.   

Yet, goods and people were harder to contain than land. Cross-border trade 

between Turkey and Syria, deemed illegal by both states, continued to dominate the 

economic activities of the local inhabitants, and these arrested mobilities continue to 

produce the historical and familial connections of Kurdish locals such as HõdõrÕs that we 

later turn to that endured through the punctuations of the border itself.  

 
Conclusion 

 
 
ÒWe are leaving in three hours. If you still want to see the other side, this might be 

your best bet.Ó I have been waiting to hear those words form HõdõrÕs lips for the past 5 

months. It was a dry summer evening, around 7pm, August 14, 2012.  Like on many other 

summer evenings, I had joined a few of the merchants from the Iranian Bazaar in Antep, 

sipping my tea in the coffeehouse off of Turkmen AvenueÑthe known locale of the 

unemployed of the bazaar waiting for a stint to emerge from the smoky coffeehouse. Over 

the course of those five months Hõdõr had told me his entire life story twice over, 
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180 On regional fragmentation and the four-way minoritization Kurdish people have suffered in the Middle 
East particularly in the post-Ottoman post-mandate Middle East, see Ismail Be&ik•i, [2004]. International 
Colony Kurdistan. London: Taderon Press.  
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recounted his family tree that spanned from Mardin into Jazira on his fatherÕs side and to 

the gardens of Kilis and eventually Karkamõ& on his motherÕs side. At a wedding ceremony 

held in Antep he had introduced me to the members of his immediate family as his 

ÒjournalistÓ friend from Istanbul. To his partners in business, however, I remained a 

stranger.  

Until that day, August 14 2012, from HõdõrÕs business circles I only knew the 

mimar, the architect, whose specialization within the network was the building of 

compartments into cars and other vehicles to carry contraband goods. He was the one 

behind the rope mechanism used to carry thousands of cartons of cigarettes at a time.  The 

last time it was used, however, was when Hõdõr stopped being a part-time police officer 

because the rope mechanism was not tucked away properly. As a result the delivery were to 

fail to pass the police examinationÑleading to Hõdõr and his arrests as already discussed. 

Yet, most of mimarÕs business was from building expanded gas tanks in a mechanic shop 

next to the Iranian Bazaar in Antep. Most ka•ak fuel oil carried in these tanks as well as 

informal pipelines connected gas stations between Sanliurfa and Diyarbakir were the main 

arteries that constituted 25% of all fuel oil consumed in the country: ka•ak petrol (or 

contraband fuel oil).  

ÒA Turk of Kilis,Ó as we described his origins, the mimar worked more and spoke 

less, as Hõdõr described him. Most members of the contraband network, getting ready to 

move emergency supplies such as bandage material and canned goods filled into blue 

plastic barrels of large volumes in Birecik, were HõdõrÕs kin from a border village. Along 
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with him and the mimar, he only needed some manual labor power to load and unload 

things, and that was the whole network. 

Hõdõr explained that the barrels loosely tied to each other will simply float over the 

waters of Euphrates to the other side of the border and picked up by his kin near Al-

Jarablus.  Three people, including Hõdõr and myself, were cross from a section of the 

border that was cleared of mines thanks to a delirious livestock merchant of Antep, who 

ushered a hundred of his sheep across the mined border to clear a segment of it once he 

was not permitted by the Turkish state to sell them in Aleppo. Now using the kuzu ge•idi, or 

the sheep passage as this segment of the border was commonly known among the locals, we 

were to cross into Syria, while the barrels filled with medical supplies were floating on the 

Euphrates towards Al-Jarablus.  The barrels were going to be filled with fuel oil and 

shipped back into Syria in trucks passing through the same cleared section of the border. 

Once the barrels were secured on the Turkish side of the border, they were going to be 

transferred to an oil tanker to be distributed to local providers of ka•ak oil in the region.  

Everybody on the team knew the script and acted their part accordingly. In 

addition to Hõdõr and the mimar the rest of the team comprised of five yŸk•ŸsÑ the manual 

laborers who load and unload the goods between containers and vehicles of movement.  

Located at the very end of the latter they are recruited as young apprentices to be trained in 

the craftsmanship of ka•ak. Paid at most 50 Turkish Lira, approximately 20 US dollars, for 

each party of move, these young men aged between twelve and eighteen carried, moved, 

loaded and unloaded contraband goods according to mimarÕs designs and HõdõrÕs 

supervision. They were also the most vulnerable to immediate threat from the police and 
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military, but in the face of lack of opportunity for making a livelihood otherwise, these 

youth of Karkamõ& had no other option than Ògoing to ka•akÓ181.  

When compared to the feryatnames of Celebizade or the writings of Yashar Kemal, 

whereby the figure of the boh•acõ kadõn (woman peddler) emerged time and time again as the 

ultimate transgressor of a national economy imaginary as discussed in the previous chapter, 

the third-six hour trip I took across the border with Hõdõr and his partners confirmed for 

me once again that the Kurdish yŸk•Ÿ might be that figure in 2013.  What provided a 

corridor of mobility for the oil was more than the waters of the Euphrates on our brief 

journey. It was the labor of those yŸk•Ÿs, the compartments of the mimar. It was the local 

merchant who blew up his sheep in protest of his inability to sell his livestock in Aleppo in 

the 1940s like his father did 1920s.  It was also HidirÕs extensive family networks that 

included cousins with Syrian national identification papersÑwhich at the time still 

provided relative ease of movement on the Syrian side of the borderÑthat completed the 

circuit at its Syrian end.  

Far from days of exponentially increasing formal mobility across border check-

points and being embedded in the border regime, in light of the broader conflict in Syria 

Hõdõr, mimar and their yŸk•Ÿs regrouped with a much smaller group of workers to carry out 

the actually moving of merchandise across the borderÑor parti (load) as they referred to the 

crossing.  The short while they were able to use the pilgrimage buses from Iran as another 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
181 And in the language of the yŸk•Ÿs and others too, Ògoing to ka•ak,Ó ka•a$a gitmek, was distinct from the 
ka•ak•iÑthe smuggler--. The latter term they reserved for the Turkish state itself.  Confiscation of land and 
property and economic isolation and forced migration were the ways in which the state smuggled value out of 
these youthsÕ lives, as they saw it. That was the difference for them between the real smugglers and doing or 
Ôgoing to contrabandÕ 
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way of crossing the border with those partis of contraband goods were over, but they did 

not despair.  

Only through reverting back to his kinship ties across the border Hõdõr reclaimed 

the border as a corridor of mobility and source of sustenance. As a part-time police officer 

after all, Hidir had previously only provided intelligence for such operations. He had never 

undertaken himself. Thanks to the hospitality that his cousin from his fatherÕs side had 

provided to the entire group who crossed the border, we were able to sleep and eat food.  

In the process it was this distant cousin who now was as close as one could get to Hõdõr, 

who would highlight the intimate relationship between kin and business across the border 

now mired in multiple conflicts: Òthe war in Syria made us brothers, not cousins!Ó HõdõrÕs 

cousin Soresh would correct me as I was recording their pedigree. Ka•ak, then not unlike 

ziyarat, was also the grounds on which kinship was remade. Soresh was only half joking 

given that they were not only cousins, but also not business partners in ka•ak: That 

addition indeed made them more than cousins alone. 

On our way back to Birecik after having spent 15 hours in Al-Jarablus making sure 

the barrels were filled properly with fuel oil and loaded onto the black Toyota Tacoma 

kamyonet tasked with carrying it across the border, Hõdõr had described the career of ka•ak 

in these border landscapes as follows: 

There was ka•ak before the buses; there will be ka•ak after the buses. You cannot stop. 
Even over where we dropped the barrels in the river they tried to insert fishnets to stop the 
flow.  As if these were fish, how are you going to stop barrels with nets? LetÕs even imagine 
that they have stopped the fish and the barrel. How are they going to stop the Euphrates? 
ThatÕs why ka•ak will endureÉ because even if you are the state, one cannot draw lines on 
water. 
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Figure 27: The Turkey/Syria Border, Karkamõ& district marked in red and framed between Antep and 
Kobane. Generated on Google maps by author. 
 

Even though HõdõrÕs portfolio of spatial transgression and categorical defiance 

remains not the norm (, hence his success) in the region, he is not exceptional in having 

invented another route of mobility out of arrested mobility. To put it differently, both the 

ka•ak•õs and the zuwwar of the border are resourceful users of the border landscape. Once 

approached as a spatial palimpsest of sovereignty through their spatial practices, the 

Syria/Turkey border and its crossersÕ spatial practices reveal the process of layering on the 

palimpsest. The regional history of Iranian ziyarat in the broader Levant as well as the 

transformation of the Turco-French Frontier into the Turco-Syrian boundary inform how 

the travelers, merchants, pilgrims and smugglers are assembled on the paths of Zainab in 

the contemporary era. It also gives us new analytical ground to examine how ka•ak and 

ziyarat come to intersect in the Iranian buses on their way to Sayyida Zainab.  Tracing the 

history of territorialization as mobilityÕs conditions of possibility, the Syria/Turkey 

palimpsest of sovereignty carries some of its deepest traces from the era of mandated 

nation-states. These traces give us new analytical purchase on how nation-statesÕ efforts of 
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territorializing their national space often involved policing contraband commerce and 

incarcerating its practitioners, while forming selectively porous mobility regimes for 

pilgrims and tourists.   

*** 
 

In his essay titled ÒSpace and the State,Ó where Henri Lefebvre articulates the 

particularity of the state-territory relationship through the concept of state space, lÕespace 

Žtatique, he writes:  

The modern State is confronted with open spaces, or rather, spaces that have burst open 
on all sides: from apartments to buildings to the national territory by way of institutions 
(the school, the neighborhood, the city, the region). As historical products of previous 
epochs, carrying within themselves the various remnants of those periods (analogical, 
symbolic, etc.), these spaces are devastated, disintegrated, and ripped apart; at the same 
time, they overflow their borders. This is just one part of the catastrophic picture being 
sketched here. Apartments and buildings form open links with collective infrastructure, 
neighborhoods with the city and the urban. The nation itself no longer has any bordersÑ
not for capital or technology, for workers and the workforce, for expertise, or for 
commodities. Flows traverse borders with the impetuosity of rivers.182  

 
Whether in the golden shoes of Mohsen and Parastou or in the floating barrels of Hõdõr in 

across the border-cutting waters of Euphrates, indeed the state spaces of Turkey and Syria 

have burst open. And in the curious case of Hõdõr, it flowed with the impetuosity of riversÑ

only to be arrested by the ebb of droughts. If territory could be defined Òat once as a 

historically specific form of politico-spatial organization, as a key modality of modern 

statecraft and as a strategic dimension of modern politics,Ó183 the process of 

territorialization could only unfold as historical product of previous epochs unevenly 

layered over each other, leaving their respective and distinct traces on the Syria/Turkey 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
182 Henri Lefebvre, [2009]. ÒSpace and the StateÓ in State, Space, World: Selected Essays, ed. by Brenner and 
Elden. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 240. 
183 Neil Brenner, and Stuart Elden, 2009.  "Henri Lefebvre on State, Space and Territory" in International 
Political Sociology 3, 356. 
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border.  Far from being a roundabout way of addressing the relationship between territory 

and the space of the state as they suggest, however, the border could be productively 

approached as a palimpsest of sovereignty, where transgressions as well as their projected 

regulations produce a dramatic layering of historical claims to transimperial and 

transnational mobility. 

Here I suggested that tracing the spatial and temporal nesting of pilgrim and 

merchant mobilities and their confluence on the route of the paths of Zainab is also a 

chronicle of territorialization in the post-Ottoman and post-mandate Middle East. That 

historical process and its attendant regime of mobility produced not only different Òpieces 

of spaceÓ as distinct and endowed with quantifiable and hence abstractable features. It has 

produced different personae of trans-border mobility. Ziyarat, however, is even more than 

the interarticulation of the religious and the economic or the religious and the political. It 

is at their interarticulating triangulation and how people choreograph their valuations 

through that triangular relationship on the paths of Zainab that ziyarat emerges as a 

kinship- as well as region-making social practice. It is to this triadic relationship forged in 

routes of arrested mobilities and its implications to which we now turn.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

 
While I was returning home to Saadat Abad, in northern Tehran, from the Majles 

library downtown on an early November afternoon in 2013, one of my interlocutors, Sima, 

called me. A masterÕs student of sociology interested in studies of religion herself, she had 

sent several references my way before. This time she had called to let me know that she 

happened upon a particularly well-attended taÕziyeh proceeding near Allameh TabataÕi 

UniversityÑa fifteen-minute walk from my apartment. She thought I would find this one 

interesting and asked me to come. Twenty minutes later Sima and I were standing right 

next to the gates of the university. The taÕziyeh booth was set up just beyond the entrance 

in the yard leading to the main building. Posters of Imam Ali, Supreme Leader Khamenei 

and Khomeini were accompanied here with those of Hazret-e Zainab and Hazret-e Fatimah 

sketched by no other than Nassar PalangiÑdiscussed in chapter two. ÒIt is like Christmas 

time in the US, its starts earlier and gets flashier every year,Ó commented Sima. MoharramÑ

a period of commemorative mourning for ShiÕa Muslims around the worldÑhad just 

begun.  

Meanwhile two groups of menÑsome of them high on a variety of stimulants, 

from hashish to crystal meth (or shishe in Persian)Ñhad poured onto the street to Òfind 

themselves,Ó in the figurative and literal ecstasies of commemorative ritual a few meters 

away from the booth. After all, public gatherings such as these also happened to be one of 

the very few occasions in Iran to occupy public space without the scrutiny of the state. 

Closer to the booth other men in attendance, meanwhile, had lost themselves without the 

drug induction. For some the very citation of the supplications for those martyred on the 
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grounds of Karbala was more than stimulating. Leaving another group of four men 

passionately beating their chests with their audience, Sima and I moved towards a group of 

five women, who seemed to be reciting supplications. I spotted one of the guidebooks I was 

familiar with from the pilgrimage buses in one young womanÕs hand. After having sent her 

doÔa (supplication) to the Prophet and the Imams, the middle-aged leader of the 

supplication circle moved to Hazret-e Zainab. Having extolled her for her courageous 

outspokenness and sensitive care, she said that she regretted not having visited Syria before 

the Sayyida Zainab Shrine near Damascus came under heavy bombardment and rocket 

attacks.  

While the leader of the supplication circle sent another elegy ZainabÕs way, I 

thought of others I came to know since I started my research in 2008Ñwho were 

immobilized in different ways in different locales that were still connected four years ago.  

Merchants in the Iranian Bazaar in Turkey, like Metin Abi, were now lamenting the 

cutting off of their access to the women in the circle in front of me as potential customers. 

Dr. Mourtadha remained in self-imposed exile in Beirut. His guardianship over the shrine 

had transformed from a badge of prophetic genealogy to a life-threatening liability as 

Hezbollah moved into the shrine town and the outskirts of Damascus to prop up the 

regime forces.  

Even if the situation in Syria were to get better, it was questionable that Iranians 

could travel in such high numbers to Syria under the current regime of sanctions.  By 2013 

the sanctions had led IranÕs national economy into a self-perpetuating cycle of exponential 

inflation and increasing unemployment. From undertaking transnational religious journeys 
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to accessing medicine to treat the chronically ill, Iranians felt the arresting effects of the 

sanctions across a variety of sites in their social lives. As the corner of the major highway 

near the university continued to fill up with ecstatic bodies in commemorative ritual, the 

merchantsÕ stores in GaziantepÕs empty Iranian Bazaar kept lurking in my head. Then my 

mind wondered to Dr. Hani Mourtadha again and speculated how he would have 

commented on these rituals, if he were next to me.  

The leader of the recitation circle had passed her lead to another woman in the 

circle after having finished the recitations devoted to Hazret-e Ruqayya. She and Sima were 

already in a deep conversation, when I saw Sima point in my direction. I hesitantly walked 

over, greeted the recitation leader. ÒThis is Fadimeh Khanoum, Emrah,Ó Sima introduced 

us.  Sima had already told the recitation leader about my research, and Fadimeh Khanoum 

looked curious to find out what I had been able to see in the course of my fieldwork. ÒYou 

must be an exceptionally fortunate soul,Ó she said with a friendly smile. She continued 

quickly, without allowing me to thank her for kindness, ÒAfter all, you have got to spend so 

much time around our lady, Hazret-e Zainab, So what did you see? Did you manage to find 

out what ziyarat is about? Why do we go on it and why do they attack it?Ó I confirmed that 

the ÔweÕ in the sentence were the ShiÕi, suffering again from immobility, and the ÔtheyÕ the 

fighters of the Islamic State, targeting shrines in Iraq and Syria. As I explained to others 

before, I said my research was not concerned with what ziyarat was and was not about, but 

what people made it to be about.  I added that I was in no position to act as an authority to 

pass absolute judgment given the diversity of motivations that moved many pilgrims on the 

paths of Zainab. Fadimeh Khanoum pressed further, if I, as a Sunni, thought of ziyarat as a 
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virtuous religious practice. I reiterated that I rather aimed at gaining a better understanding 

of how the route forged historical and geographical connections in our densely 

disconnected regionÑ partially as a result of those plural motivations. As in some of the 

previous conversations in which I tried to tackle this question, I could feel Fadimeh 

KhanoumÕs disappointment in my answer. I imagined her thinking to herself, what a waste, 

this is the answer you reach after so many years of research. 

That was neither the first or the last time I was asked the same questions. It was, 

however, the last time I tried not to answer them by refusing their very terms. That day I 

finally conceded, I told Sima, that if anything, the fact that so many people asked these very 

questions now should be significant in and of itself. At the time I did not have a better 

answer I could give to the question. I had a few ideas that meditated on the frequent 

description of the pilgrimage route as a path of both visitation and commerce, but nothing 

that I myself found satisfactory as an answer to those three questions. ÒWhat did I see? 

What is ziyarat about? Why do people go on it and others attack it?Ó 

That was not the last time Fadimeh Khanoum and I met, either. She had graciously 

kept in touch with me over the years and had hosted me for an overwhelmingly rich 

Ramadan feast in her Shahrak-e Gharb apartment in Tehran during the summer of 2014. 

When everyone else was sitting quietly after the break of the fast or simply dosing off, 

Fadimeh Khanoum quickly retreated to the kitchen to tidy up the place. This was the time 

to do it. I reminded her of those three questions she had posed when we first met. Of 

course she remembered them, she said. I told her that I wanted to give the answer a second 

try. And I said I wanted to recite a quatrain as a part of my answer. An informally taught 
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student of QurÕanic recitation, and now teacher of girls interested in learning how to read 

the QurÕan, I thought Fadimeh Khanoum would at least appreciate my efforts at getting 

the meter and intonation right.  In relatively good meter and with acceptable intonation, I 

recited: 

 
 

From the station of disbelief to that of faith is but a breath. 
And, but one breath, from the world of doubt to that of faith. 

This precious breath let us pass happily  
Since the harvest of our lives is but that very breath. 

 
Omar Khayyam, Quatrain 205 

 
I proceeded to explain to Fadimeh Khanoum that on the pathways of Zainab I came to 

describe ziyarat through Omar KhayyamÕs breath. Pathways of Zainab, as I encountered 

them, were where the distance between the sacred and the profane, the secular and the 

religious, supplication and Syrian Lingerie was indeed but a breath. And that entanglement 

of ham ziyarat ham tejarat that incited some sectarian dismissal of the religious virtues of the 

route itself, one that spanned three countries and insinuated itself into the very territories 

it traversed was nothing, but that very precious breath. Some called it the pilgrimage of the 

poor. And precisely because these were not your regular poor folks, but those poor of 

mobility, it was not about the destination, but the journey. So I ended my answer in 

Fadimeh KhanoumÕs kitchen. She seemed excited. She also could not hide that she was 

surprised to be excited about my answer. She said, with an unusual smile, ÒYou might have 
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found your answer, I suppose. But Omar Khayyam? I presume the Wahhabis would not 

disagree. But about the importance of the journey, you might be just right.Ó  

I cannot claim that for all pilgrims the journey itself and the spaces it has opened 

up for political, economic and personal maneuver were the reason why they poured onto 

the pathways of Zainab.  Not unlike the taÕziyeh proceedings where I met Fadimeh 

Khanoum, ziyarat too had its motley crew. For some, it was a search for questions 

otherwise left unanswered, for others a pursuit of ambitions otherwise stalled. Some others 

still were after a remedy for suffering otherwise unabated. 

I thought perhaps it was precisely this plurality the journey itself offered to 

Iranians, that attracted not only a diverse set of travelers, but also physical attacks by 

brigades intent on violently inscribing their theological convictionsÑwhich deemed ziyarat 

impermissible and all shrine worship blasphemous--onto territory by destroying, among 

others, any place of worship devoted to saint veneration. The theory of theological 

deliberation was being presented to justify the practice of political violence in the name of 

Islam once again, and once again ziyarat was in excess of the religious. Ziyarat was indeed 

better conceived as a social field of force. On that field of force and in the hands of diverse 

subjects, different notions of religious authority, economic opportunity and political 

possibility battled for discursive and material hegemony. In its contemporary constellation 

the historically sedimented and creatively improvised grounds of ziyarat, among other 

things, had transformed into an archive of sectarianization as a historical process. In this 

archive, even for the sayyid guardians of the shrine, the distance between life and death too 

was reduced to but a breath. Ironically among the formerly mobile cast of characters 
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associated with the pilgrimage route, the only ones that continued moving across the 

border were Hõdõr and his network of cross-border contraband. If the pilgrimage route had 

emblematized the vitality of regional mobility just a few years ago, its abrupt dissipation in 

2012 until the end of my fieldwork in 2014 was the minerÕs canary for the emergence of 

the Islamic State as a regional force, if not calamity. Maybe Òthey,Ó as Fadimeh Khanoum 

suggested, would have indeed agreed that the journey was why they attacked its destination.  

 
Arguments  
 
 
 In this dissertation, I have made three key arguments. First, I have drawn out the 

importance of prior histories of visitation and the regional cartography of ShiÕi veneration 

as the grounds for contemporary ziyarat routes such as Hajj-e Fuqara. The pathways of 

Zainab and its entanglements with ka•ak have discernible continuities with the confluence 

of Ôatabat pilgrimage and trade between Iran and Iraq. Although a contested topic of 

theological debate ever since among different schools of Islamic jurisprudence, the 

regulation of ziyarat routes was intimately linked to regional state formation and the 

exercise of imperial sovereignty. Indeed, jurisprudential debates over ziyarat were most 

lively and polarized at times of political upheaval. We see this, for instance, in the imperial 

battles across Anatolia and Persia over the Qizilbash in 18th century, and the mass 

conversions of Sunni Arab tribes to ShiÕism in the eighteenth and nineteenth in Iraq. We 

see in these dynamicsÑ as well as in others including the Wahhabi attacks on centers of 

commerce and religious learning in Ottoman Iraq as a tactic of gaining legitimacy in the 

revival of the movement in early nineteenth centuryÑ that doctrinal difference was 
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intimately tied to political contestation. The shifting landscape of pilgrimage, therefore, has 

to be understood in relation to the shifting landscape of state sovereignty.  Thinking of 

Islamic religious practice in these more historical, processual ways allows us to 

reconceptualize Islamic ritual. In this reconceptualization, ziyarat in particular, and ritual 

in general emerges as a generative sphere of political and socio-economic negotiation, or 

what Pierre Bourdieu has called Òregulated improvisation,Ó rather than the reiteration of a 

hermetically sealed discursive tradition.  

Throughout this dissertation I have demonstrated the politically and socially 

disembedded pious subject assumed in the Asadian anthropology of Islam misses not only 

the historically and geographically complex geography the route has spun together, but also 

how pilgrims themselves are constituted as subjects of arrested mobilities across temporally 

nested geographies of visitation. In stark contrast to subjects and their ethical architectures 

in Saba MahmoodÕs Politics of Piety, for instance, the journeys and practices of women on 

the paths of Zainab chart out a far less static, more dialogical relationship between political, 

religious and economic realms of social life. 

 Yet how do I account for that dialogical relationship that unfolds in temporally and 

spatially contingent ways? Gayle RubinÕs ÒTraffic in Women: Towards a Political Economy 

of SexÓ is particularly useful to think with in this regard. In her 1975 article Rubin 

approaches women as objects of marital exchange as a traffic in women. ÒThe result of a gift 

of women is more profound than the result of other gift transactions,Ó Rubin wrote, 

Òbecause the relationship thus established is not just one of reciprocity, but one of 

kinship.Ó Paving the way for subsequent research on the topic, Rubin called for analyses 
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that Òmight demonstrate how marriage systems intersect with large-scale political processes 

like state-making.Ó In this dissertation I have taken up RubinÕs call for treating the traffic in 

women as a process of religious, political and economic subject formation rather than a 

customary operation of objectification.  

By attending to the traffic in Iranian women pilgrims throughout this dissertation, 

I showed how that traffic intersected not only with state formation, but also with region 

and religion formation between Iran, Turkey and Syria. As I insisted particularly in chapter 

two, however, a traffic not only in women, but also by and with women makes that 

intersection possible. It is indeed in the social lives of the merchandise and goods that 

circulated along the paths of Hajj-e Fuqara that the connections between multiple forms of 

exchange come to analytical purview. The chronicle of this traffic in and by women that I 

presented here illustrates how Iranian women pilgrimsÕ subjectivities emerge in excess of the 

ethical and political projects that seeks to conscript them. 

A second argument that runs through this dissertation is about arrested mobility 

and value. Throughout this thesis and particularly in chapters three and four, I have tried 

to illustrate how a historical approach to circuits of commodity trade might give us new 

analytical purchase on formations of the economy and markets as well as transformations 

of sovereignty and borders. Circuits of the Iranian Bazaar provide us with a view how 

contraband is constructed as external and secondary to formal economies, yet in reality 

remains primary and central to the constitutions of bazaars and borders alike. From 

cigarettes produced domestically and smuggled back into the country to evade in Turkey, 
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to the guaranteed contraband tea and crafty women peddlers of Antep, ka•ak emerges as a 

central tenet to the very formation of markets and states on the paths of Zainab. 

On that same path this traffic in value was not limited to cross-border trade in 

goods and commodities. Property regimes tied to land use and tenure also transformed 

through the Hajj-e Fuqara traffic. In examining the transnational career of the Sayyida 

Zainab shrine, for instance we have observed in chapter one how the guardians of the 

shrine, the Mourtadha family, gradually converted their landed assets tied to their family 

charitable trust into private property slated for real estate development. The involvement of 

the waqf dhurri associated with the shrine in a diverse portfolio of real estate development 

and service industry projects, I have maintained, provided us with a case study to rethink 

the place of patriliny in studies of genealogy and subsequently approach patronage as 

generative modality of kinship-making.  

Approached differently, the MourtadhasÕ conversion of their patrimonial assets to 

private property was also a traffic in excess of the economic realm altogether. Acting as real 

estate developers while being sayyids like they have done, or being an embedded informant 

for a contraband network while serving as a police officer like Hõdõr, seemed to point to a 

common practice of value generation among various actors along the Hajj-e Fuqara who 

trans-valued between different regimes of value. Turning rhetorical exclusions declared 

between different regimes of value into bottlenecks of value, they exploited their sayyid 

renown for property value, police intelligence for contraband strategy, or as in the case of 

Osman and Yashar, leasing of a formal store to sell contraband goods. The diagonal cuts 
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that these actors made across regimes of value, in other words, made transvaluation as a 

particularly generative practice between Iran, Turkey and Syria.  

Finally I have argued for an understanding of spatial and transnational mobility in 

relational and processual terms. Rather see pilgrims as pawns in a larger game of state-

orchestrated missionization or iterative devotees of scriptural Islam alone, I have argued for 

taking their journeys to the center of our analysis and trace how they formed themselves as 

subject in dialectical relationship between multiple hegemoniesÑwhereby contestation over 

space and access to mobility emerge as both instruments of regulation and techniques of 

improvisation.  

Pilgrims on the paths of Zainab have utilized ziyarat to lay claim to new routes of 

movement in the rapidly shifting political landscapes of their region. This pattern of 

veneration and visitation reflects an awareness of their political embeddedness within 

larger structures of state authority, a recognition of the creative gap between myth and 

ritual, and a sense of their agency in bridging that gap. In Iranian pilgrimsÕ mobility across 

Iraq and the Levant, we observed not only creatively improvised invocations of Islamic 

traditions of pilgrimage and visitations. We also saw how their claims to transnational 

mobility belied a sharp distinction between religion and other realms of social life.  

The particular transnational constellation of regional dynamics in the Middle East 

that put Sayyida Zainab on the map of ShiÕi visitation animated the genealogy, iconography 

and history of the saint and the shrine in significant but selective ways. These selective 

contemporary collages of Zainab and her figuration in fact made it possible to reimagine 

ziyarat as both an increasingly sectarianized religious practice and the grounds to forge a 
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geography of mobility for Iranian citizenry. In an international regime mined with arduous 

processes of visa applications, Iranian nationalsÑself-described as poor of mobility but 

feared for their overwhelming numbers in SyriaÑhad made the ways of Zainab journeys of 

their own. 
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Appendix 1: The legend to Map in Figure 1 and accompanying two maps from NORIA 
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