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Iranian Studies, volume 29, numbers 3-4, Fall/Winter 1996

John Walbridge

The Babi Uprising in Zanjan: Causes and Issues

ON 5 MAY 1850 THE BABIS OF ZANJAN ROSE IN ARMS AGAINST THE QAJAR
governor of the town. Led by a charismatic cleric known as Hujjat-i Zanjani,
two thousand Babi fighters with their families held part of the town against a
much larger government army. Nine months later, when the army captured the
last ruined houses held by the Babis, fewer than a hundred Babi fighters survived
to face execution.

There is never a neat answer to the question of why a historical event oc-
curred, and the question is that much harder to answer when the information is in
fundamental ways incomplete and when the participants themselves differed
deeply about the meaning of the event. There were two other major Babi re-
volts1—Mazandaran in 1848^9 and Nayriz in 1850—and at least four other in-
stances where Babi uprisings might have been expected: Shiraz, Qazvin, and
Isfahan in 1846, and Tehran in 1852. There were, of course, many urban distur-
bances of various sizes in Iran in this general period that did not involve Babis.
For the question of causation to be answered usefully, we must ask why there
were Babi revolts at all, why they happened in some places and not in others,
and why they differed in the different places. What chain of events could lead to
such violence in a small town? How were the Babis able to coalesce into a fight-
ing force effective enough to hold off regular troops far superior to them in
numbers and equipment? What was there in the pre-existing social, economic,
and political structure that allowed the town to divide so suddenly and totally?
What were the ideas that shaped the actions of the various parties—for there were
at least five major groups playing active roles in the siege: the Babis, the Zanjan
clerical establishment, the government, the regular army, and the local levies.
The actions of each group were shaped by its political interests, by its religious
opinions and conceptual structures, and by the events as they unfolded. Finally,
what were the effects of the battle—on the Babis, in Zanjan and elsewhere, on
the town, on the government, and on the Shicite religious establishment?

The Babis and Zanjan

Founded in 1844 by a young merchant of Shiraz, the Babi movement spread
rapidly in Iran and the Shicite shrine cities of Iraq. Its founder, Sayyid cAli-
Muhammad, more generally known as the Bab ("Gate"), claimed divine authority
within the Shicite belief system. His claims aroused opposition first from
Shicite religious leaders and later from the Iranian government. Usually the con-

1. I use the term "revolt" for convenience, though it does not exactly fit. See Denis
MacEoin, "The Babi Concept of Holy War," Religion 12 (1982): 94. The reader can
in the end judge for himself what term fits best.
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340 Walbridge

verts were isolated individuals, drawn for the most part from among the Shay-
khis, an esoteric school of Twelver Shicism. In a few places, however, the con-
version of a local leader led to the wholesale conversion of his followers. One
such place was Zanjan, where a charismatic preacher became a Babi, followed by
several thousand of his supporters. The Bab himself was imprisoned in Azerbai-
jan in 1847. Open fighting occurred for the first time in 1848, when several
hundred Babis traveling west from Khorasan were besieged in an improvised fort
in Mazandaran. Three more sieges followed—in Zanjan and twice in Nayriz in
Fars. The Bab was executed in 1850, and in 1852 most of the remaining leaders
of the movement were killed, following an attempt by a group of Babis to assas-
sinate Nasir al-Din Shah. By the end of his life the Bab had openly claimed
prophethood, had abrogated Islamic law and promulgated a system of Babi law,
and thus had established a separate religion distinct from Islam. The Babi relig-
ion was a dramatic instance of the revolutionary tradition in Iranian religion and
the last major religious movement in Iran not shaped in fundamental ways by
the challenge of the West.2

Zanjan is a little town halfway between Tehran and Tabriz in the north of
Iran, the capital of the small province formerly known as Khamsa and now called
Zanjan. It is important only for the roads that meet there: the Tehran-Tabriz
highway and lesser tracks leading across the mountains to the north and south.
The population of Zanjan province is mixed, the largest part being from the
Turkic Afshar tribe. In the middle of the nineteenth century Zanjan was a walled
city of perhaps 8,000 people.

There exists a considerable amount of information about the siege of Zan-
jan. It was by far the largest of the battles between the Babis and government
troops, involving about two thousand Babi fighters and twenty thousand gov-
ernment troops and irregulars. Moreover, the highway between Tehran and
Tabriz, one of the most important roads of the kingdom, passed through the Babi
positions, so the affair could scarcely be ignored. There are seven or eight Babi
and Baha'i accounts, chapters in the official histories of the time, and references
in contemporary sources.3 The chronology and government views can be dis-

2. See, generally, Abbas Amanat, Resurrection and Renewal: The Making of the
Babi Movement in Iran, 1844-1850 (Ithaca, 1988).

3. Of the Babi primary sources, two stand out: Tarlkh-i vaqayic-i Zanjan by Mirza
Husayn Zanjani, a Baha'i commissioned by the Baha'i leader Baha3 Allah in about
1880 to write an objective report on the siege (MS 1632, Baha'i World Center, Haifa,
Israel), and the interpolation in the London manuscript of Mirza Husayn Hamadani's
The Tdrikh-i-Jadid, or New History of Mirza 'AH Muhammad the Bab, trans. E. G.
Browne (Cambridge, 1893), 139-68, containing an account of the fighting based on
information from a certain Haydar Big, son of Din Muhammad, Hujjat's military
commander. The other notable Babi and Baha'i accounts are Nabil Zarandi, The Dawn-
Breakers: Nabil's Narrative of the Early Days of the Baha'i Revelation, trans, and ed.
Shoghi Effendi (Wilmette, 1932), a bowdlerized version of Zanjani, Vaqayic, with
added information obtained from Zanjan Baha'is in the 1860s; Aqa cAbd al-Ahad Zan-
jani, "Personal Reminiscences of the Babi Insurrection in Zanjan in 1850," trans. E.
G. Browne, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 29 (1897): 761-827, the memoirs of
an Azali who had been a child during the siege; the narrative of cAbd al-Ahad's
brother, Aqa Naqd c Ali, quoted in A. L. M. Nicolas, Seyyed AH Mohammed dit le Bab
(Paris, 1905), 332, 338-40, which seems now to be lost. Mirza Asad Allah Fadil
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 341

cerned from the official histories, especially Sipihr, while the Babis' tactics and
many anecdotes are preserved in the Babi and Baha'i chronicles. Thus, the infor-
mation is rather good for an event of this sort in nineteenth-century Iran.

Untangling the religious issues poses special problems. The religious views
of the Babis, who had little access to the Bab's writings, were disparate and in
rapid flux during this period. In the case of Zanjan the situation is made more
difficult by the fact that almost nothing written by Hujjat during his Babi period
survives. By the time the Babi and Baha'i chronicles were written a generation
later, the religious situation had changed profoundly and the writers often no
longer understood what the Babis of Zanjan had believed. The Muslim chroni-
clers, of course, had little accurate information about the religious views of the
Babis.

Pre-Babi Religious Disputes in Zanjan

Among the respected ulama of Zanjan in the early nineteenth century was Ak-
hund Mulla cAbd al-Rahim. He was in charge of a mosque and was esteemed
among the people for his piety, asceticism, and learning. Some went so far as to
attribute miracles to him.4 He had a son named Muhammad cAli, born about
1812. The boy showed promise, so his father sent him to the shrine cities of
Najaf and Karbala in Iraq, where he studied with Sharif al-cUlama Mazandarani, a
prominent teacher of the time.5 His studies were cut short by the death of his
teacher and the closing of the seminaries in the epidemic of 1831, so he returned
to Iran and settled in Hamadan. When his father died, a delegation from Zanjan

Mazandarani's Tarlkh-i zuhur al-haqq (Tehran, n.d.), 3:175-85, contains biographies
of the leading Babis of Zanjan, especially Hujjat, with information not available
elsewhere.

The account in Mirza Muhammad Taqi Lisan al-Mulk Sipihr, Nasikh al-tawarikh:
dawra-yi kamil-i tarlkh-i Qajariya, ed. Jahangir Qa"im-Maqami (Tehran, 1344
Sh./1965), the official history, seems to have been written from military dispatches.
Rida-Quli Khan Hidayat, Rawdat al-safa-yi Nasiri (Tehran, 1339 Sh./1960), 10:447-
56 is unreliable. Accounts by Gobineau, Ptidad al-Saltana, and most later Muslim
writers are based on Sipihr. Contemporary diplomatic dispatches are quoted or sum-
marized in Moojan Momen, The Babi and Baha'i Religions, 1844-1944: Some Con-
temporary Western Accounts (Oxford, 1981), 114-27. A petition against Hujjat is
reproduced and edited in the Tehran daily newspaper Ittilacdt, 20 Azar 1354/11 De-
cember 1975, 10.

Two additional important sources exist to which I was refused access. The first are
the papers of Sayyid Mirza Abu'l-Qasim Zanjani, known as "Sayyid-i Mujtahid," a
leader of the Zanjan clergy during this period, including several refutations of the
Babis. These are in the hands of one of his descendants. The second is the chronicle
of the siege in the second volume of Mazanadarani's Zuhur al-haqq, held at the Baha'i
World Center.

4. Babi and non-Babi sources agree about his character and position. See Zanjani,
Vaqayic, 3-4; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 529; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 770;
htila'at.

5. Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 529; Hidayat, Rawdat 10:447-48; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:89.
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342 Walbridge

came to the young man and asked him to assume his father's position. He went
home and began preaching in his father's old mosque.6

After his return Mulla Muhammad cAli was given the title Hujjat al-
Islam—"Proof of Islam," a common title for distinguished ulama of the time—
and was known as Hujjat-i Zanjani. He seems to have come into conflict imme-
diately with the established ulama of the town. Jealousy was certainly part of it.
He was an eloquent, fiery, and attractive speaker and quickly acquired a large fol-
lowing. "The bazaar of the other ulama emptied of customers."7 Beneath the fa-
miliar rivalries of the ulama, there was a religious issue, for Hujjat was, as his
father had been, an Akhbari.8 The Akhbaris had opposed the increasing domi-
nance of rationalism in jurisprudence. They took their name from their greater
reliance on the traditions (akhbar) of the imams. Their rivals were known as
Usulis, from their reliance on rational principles (usul). The Usulis held that in
the absence of the Imam, those sufficiently learned in the Law could decide some
legal questions on the basis of their own judgment (ijtihad) when there was no
other adequate basis for decision. Such individuals were known as mujtahids.
Those not possessing such knowledge were required to follow the judgment of a
mujtahid and were called muqallid, "obedient." This was the basis of the author-
ity of the Usuli hierarchy. The Akhbaris denied that anyone apart from the Imam
was authorized to exercise such independent judgment. The controversy had pre-
occupied the Shicite ulama for much of the eighteenth century and by the begin-
ning of the nineteenth had ended with the complete defeat of the Akhbaris. From
that time the claims of the ulama to worldly authority rose steadily.9 Hujjat chal-
lenged those claims: "He was a man of independent mind, noted for extreme
originality and freedom from all forms of traditional restraint. He denounced the
whole hierarchy of the ecclesiastical leaders of his country, from the Abvab-i-
Arba'ih down to the humblest mulla among his contemporaries. He despised
their character, deplored their degeneracy, and expatiated upon their vices."10

His conflict with the other ulama of the town during these years as an
Akhbari preacher may be explained—from the Babi point of view—by the fol-
lowing reasons: (1) he denied the authority of the mujtahids and by extension
that of the conventional Shicite hierarchy; (2) he denounced the character of the
other ulama; (3) he stopped certain abuses tolerated by the ulama, which they had
excused with legal hairsplitting; (4) he issued legal rulings of his own sharply at
variance with convention; (5) he imposed extra observances on his own follow-
ers; (6) he aroused the jealousy of the other ulama because of his ready argument,
his eloquence, and his large personal following.

6. Only Zanjani, Vaqayic, 3, and Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 529-30, mention the inter-
lude in Hamadan, which Nabil attributes to his father's warning of enemies in Zanjan.
If the latter is the case, it must be due to their both being Akhbaris (see below).

7. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 4-5.

8. Hamadani, New History, 135; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 178; Zanjani, Vaqayic, 3.

9. For a general discussion, see Moojan Momen, An Introduction to Shicite Islam
(Oxford, 1985), 117-18, 222-25.

10. Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 178. The abvab-i arbacah (the Four Gates) were the four
men who for nearly seventy years after the disappearance of the last Imam in 874 had
claimed to be in communication with him.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 343

That he challenged the basis of the legitimacy of the clergy is shown by a
contemporary document, a petition denouncing Hujjat written in 1847. Though
written after he became a Babi, the accusations reflect his earlier preaching. One
of those signing the petition wrote: "Akhund Mulla Muhammad cAli [Hujjat]
. . . went up onto the pulpit . . . and in the course of the sermon cursed the
whole body of Twelver ulama and denied ijtihad and taqlld. As evidence for his
denial of mujtahids—may God multiply their peers!—he cited the holy verse,
'Indeed your master is God and His Messenger and those possessing authority
among you.' . . . [He continued,] 'Look! In which sura, in which verse does the
Most Holy mention the mujtahid? "There is nothing moist or wet but is in an
evident book." If the mujtahids were the guides in religion, God would surely
have mentioned it. '" Others writing in this petition also mention his denial of
the authority of the mujtahids and his habit of denouncing the ulama from the
pulpit.11

The Babi and Baha'i historians particularly mention how he acted against
violations of morality excused through recourse to legal loopholes. There was,
for example, an old caravansary that had become a house of temporary marriage
(a form of legalized prostitution peculiar to Shicism). A mulla legalized the
temporary marriages, thus preventing the brief dalliances from constituting for-
nication, and the local clergy shared in the profits. Hujjat closed this institution.
He also closed the local wine shops, which others considered licit because they
were nominally owned by Christians. He is also said to have criticized the ulama
for taking bribes.12

Hujjat was notorious for his habit of issuing legal rulings sharply at vari-
ance with established practice. The most famous had to do with the determina-
tion of the month of fasting, Ramadan. Muslim months begin on the first sun-
set after the new moon has been seen. Since the new moon is very close to the
sun, it may not be seen on the expected day, and thus a given month may have
twenty-nine or thirty days. Hujjat evidently had unorthodox views on the sub-
ject. Relying on a tradition that "The month of Ramadan is always full [i.e.,
thirty days]," his followers were sometimes seen to be fasting on the cId al-Fitr,
the holiday marking the end of Ramadan, when fasting is prohibited. In Ramadan
of 1262/1846 the outraged ulama of Zanjan saw that his followers had stopped
fasting three days before the end of Ramadan.13

A second area of dispute concerned ritual purity. Over the centuries the
ulama had hedged the simple act of washing before prayers with innumerable
restrictions to guarantee that the prayer was not unwittingly invalidated. Hujjat
seems to have denied some of the details of the laws of purity while insisting on
a strict observance of the spirit. Though he required his followers to wash daily
with fresh water, the deposition filed against him in 1847 mentions that "he
considers encountering a Jew or an Armenian when it is raining to be pure, con-

11. The Baha'i sources do not mention his denial of ijtihad and taqlld, probably be-
cause they did not know the theological point at issue.

12. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 4-5; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 770, 786.
13. Sipihr, Nasikh 3:89.
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344 Walbridge

siders urine to be pure once it has dried, and holds that the feces of a mouse do
not make [certain classes of] water impure."14

There also was a dispute about the nature of the Imam's body. A very inter-
esting debate is recorded between Hujjat and a leading mujtahid of the town:

One day the late Sayyid-i Mujtahid was with Hujjat in a gathering. He saw
the respect enjoyed by Hujjat and decided to dispute with him. He said some-
thing of this sort: "What is the condition of a person who begins in men-
strual blood and who ends as a corpse?" Hujjat replied with tactful words:
"First, the infant in the womb does not drink blood, but rather the essence
of blood. Were it to drink blood, it would die. It must have urine and excre-
ment as well. The blood becomes the placenta, and the essence of blood lit-
tle by little becomes the baby." Sayyid Mujtahid said, "Then what is the
state of the Prophets and Imams?" He replied, "With respect to the flesh,
they are like us, but with respect to spiritual stations, they are pure in spirit
and give new life to men." The argument continued in this manner and grew
bitter. They began to tell lies about him, claiming that Hujjat-i Zanjani
said, "The imam is like me."15

The question at issue is how a human being can be ritually pure if he is nurtured
in the womb on blood, which is impure, and becomes impure at death. Hujjat
replies that the substance of the infant is not defiled because it is not nourished
on the blood as such but on the essence of the blood. The mujtahid then asks
how the prophets can be born in a state of impurity, reflecting a Shicite tendency
to attribute to the prophets and imams supernatural qualities, both spiritual and
physical. Hujjat denies that the physical bodies of the prophets and imams are in
any way miraculous. Certainly, this indicates a predisposition to accept a
worldly eschatology like that of the Bab.

Hujjat's reforms made him extremely popular. Even after his supporters
built him a new mosque connected to his father's old one, the crowds were such
that people still had to pray outside in the courtyard.16 His enemies claimed that
in 1846 half the district followed his example in breaking the fast on the 27th of
Ramadan. On at least one occasion the complaints of his enemies led to his be-
ing summoned to Tehran. Apparently, however, his outspoken criticism of the
ulama amused Muhammad Shah, and he was released with honors.17

14. Ittilacat; Zanjani, Vaqayic, 8. The Shicites believed that Jews and Christians were
impure and that touching their clothing when it was raining transmitted this impurity
to a Muslim. Another signer of the deposition said that he considered it allowable to
eat with Christians and Jews—interesting in light of the later development of Babi
and Baha'i thought on the matter.

15. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 5-6; cf. Ittilacat.
16. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 8; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 779; Nabil, Dawn-

Breakers, 530-31.

17. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 6-7. Hujjat's book, Rayhanat al-sudur, on the question of the
duration of Ramadan, was written for Muhammad Shah in 1843, presumably during
this stay in Tehran.. Two MSS exist: Tehran Milli 898 and Tehran Sipahsalar 2536,
the latter an autograph.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 345

The Conversion of Hujjat and the Development of Babism in Zanjan

When news of the claims of the Bab began circulating in Iran, Hujjat sent one of
his followers to investigate. The man eventually returned with a letter from the
Bab. He found Hujjat preparing to begin the class he taught in his mosque every
day after congregational prayers. On reading the letter Hujjat became visibly agi-
tated. He abruptly ended the class, took off his turban, and asked for the lamb-
skin cap of a layman to wear. He had become a Babi.18 There are evidently two
points being made here. First, by trading his turban for the lambskin hat (kulah)
of a layman, he renounced any claims to religious leadership in the face of the
Bab's overwhelming authority and knowledge. Second, the hat was a symbol of
a Persian's dignity. In Persian poetry, the lover is pictured as distracted and di-
sheveled in his longing for his beloved. His disgrace in outward matters—like
losing his hat—merely confirms the sincerity of his love and is thus no disgrace.

Despite the likelihood that a large portion of the population of Zanjan—or
at least of Hujjat's personal following—was converted to the faith of the Bab
immediately, understanding of the implications of the claims of the Bab came
only gradually and not all aspects of the new faith were discussed publicly.19

After the first incident in the mosque, "he invited the people [to embrace the new
doctrine], such of them as he deemed capable of receiving it, in secret; and some-
times he would say openly, 'The author of these verses claims to be the Bab, as
in [the tradition] "I am the City of Knowledge, andc Ali is its Gate."' "20 Another
source explains: "Each person had a different idea about the Sayyid-i Bab's cause:
some understood Him to be the Gate of wilayat; some imagined Him to be the
Gate of the Promised Qa3im; some souls thought Him to be the QaDim of the
House of Muhammad; a very few believed Him to be the Gate of the Most Great
Manifestation—but as to His truth, they were in agreement, not dispute."21

Hujjat began corresponding with the Bab.22 Nabil says that in an early letter
the Bab conferred on him the title Hujjat, "the proof," a title of the Bab himself,
and urged him to preach the Babi teachings publicly.23 A sermon attributed to
Hujjat perhaps captures the religious excitement of the moment: "O people! To-

18. The Babi accounts of Hujjat's conversion differ on details, but all mention the
dramatic reception of the letter and his renunciation of the mulla's turban. See cAbd
al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 771-73; Zanjani, Vaqayic, 9-10; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers,
178-79; Hamadani, New History, 136-37. Non-Babi accounts agree that his conver-
sion was effected through correspondence with the Bab but place it as late as 1848.
See cAli Quli Mirza Ttidad al-Saltana, Fitna-yi Bab, ed. cAbd al-Husayn Nava'i
(Tehran, 1351 Sh./1972), 61; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:89; Hidayat, Rawdat 10:448;
Muhammad Sadiq DiyaDi, "SanadI rajic ba shurish-i Babiyan-i Zanjan," Yaghma 20,
no. 3 (1346 Sh./1967): 163.

19. cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 775-76; Hamadani, New History, 137.
20. Hamadani, New History, 136-37.
21. Zanjani, Vaqdyic, 11.
22. cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 775; cf. Sipihr, Nasikh 3:389; Hidayat, Rawdat

10:448; Ftidad al-Saltana, Fitna, 61.
23. Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 532-33. As he progressively claimed higher stations,

the Bab sometimes gave his earlier titles to his prominent followers.
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346 Walbridge

day the Desire of the Worlds has appeared unveiled. The Sun of Reality is dawn-
ing; the lamps of imagination and blind imitation are extinguished. Turn your
faces toward His Cause, not to me, who am but one of His servants. Before His
knowledge my knowledge is but a dead lamp before the Sun. Know God by God,
the Sun by its light. Today the Lord of the Age is manifest, and the King of the
Contingent World is in existence. Today both the seeker of mystic truth and his
master [murldl va murshidl] are engaged in the worship of idols, not worship of
God. Now the people are seized by another tumult, a new madness."24

In Zanjan, as elsewhere, the prohibition of smoking became the most visi-
ble characteristic of the Babis: "In the meeting [when he received the Bab's letter
and became a Babi] he took the chibouk in his hand and broke it. Afterwards the
people imitating him smashed their chibouks and water pipes, burned their to-
bacco, and ceased to sell it. . . . Hujjat informed the people of some of the
commandments and prohibitions of the Sayyid-i Bab."25 There were also public
recitations of the writings of the Bab.26

Several Babi and Baha'i sources allude to a dispute concerning congrega-
tional prayer. It is considered praiseworthy in Islam to pray in congregation
when possible, but it is only obligatory in the case of the Friday noon prayer.
One large mosque in a town is designated as the "Friday mosque" (Jamic). hi
many places, including nineteenth-century Iran, the imam jum ca, the cleric who
led the Friday noon prayers and preached the sermon, was appointed and paid by
the government and was one of the most important ecclesiastical officials in the
city. It was the custom to mention the ruler in this Friday sermon, and the
omission of his name in the sermon was a symbol of rebellion. There was an
additional significance in Shicism. The right to lead prayers and preach the Fri-
day sermons was originally the Prophet's. When he did not lead prayers, he
would appoint another in his place. After him this right belonged to the Imam—
imam actually meaning "a leader of prayers." In the prolonged absence of the
Imam other arrangements had to be made, but should he return, the responsibil-
ity would once more devolve upon him personally.

On becoming a Babi, Hujjat discontinued leading congregational prayer be-
cause he had heard that the Bab had made it unlawful for anyone else to lead
prayers without his express permission. When the Bab wrote to tell him to lead
Friday prayers, the Babis went to the Friday mosque. A scuffle ensued between
the Babis and the followers of the imam jumca. In the end the Babis triumphed
and Hujjat led the prayers and delivered the sermon.27

24. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 11-13. This and some of the other sermons attributed to Hujjat
may be from the lost compilation of his writings entitled Saciqa (The Thunderbolt).
See Ittilacat; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 825-26.

25. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 11.

26. cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 775.

27. Hamadani, New History, 371-72; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 533. Nicolas, Alt Mo-
hammad, 335, following Zanjani, Vaqdyic, 11, says that what happened was that Hu-
jjat began leading the Friday form of prayer in place of the everyday prayer, follow-
ing the law that the Friday prayer should supersede the daily prayer when the Imam
returned.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 347

The incident indicates how threatening the Babis must have appeared to the
established authorities. Existing political authority in the Shicite world was le-
gitimate only in the absence of the Imam. With an Imam—how the Bab's claim
was generally understood by non-believers, and in large part by believers—once
more in the world, all existing institutions existed only at his sufferance. When
his orders happened to conflict with the existing order, the Babis had no hesita-
tion in asserting his authority against king and ulama. The authorities recognized
the revolutionary implications of the claims of the Bab and acted accordingly.

Hujjat's conversion probably occurred in 1846.28 Early the following sum-
mer the Bab himself was to come to Zanjan. On 23 September 1846 the Bab had
left Shiraz, expelled by the authorities. After some months in Isfahan, where he
had been protected by the governor, he was summoned to Tehran. The shah was
curious to see him, and important prisoners were dealt with in the capital. Haji
Mirza Aqasi, the prime minister, was a Rasputinesque figure—an old dervish
who owed his position to his religious dominance over the shah. It seems that
he feared that the shah might fall under the influence of the Bab, and in the end
the Bab was dispatched to Aqasi's home in Maku, in the farthest northwestern
corner of the country. The halt of several weeks so near the capital had allowed
news of the Bab's presence and destination to spread among his followers.
Though his escort was under orders to go around the main towns on their route,
many Babis came out to meet the Bab. In Zanjan there was known to be a large
Babi community, well organized with a resolute and capable leader who had not
hesitated to cause trouble in the past. At the least public demonstrations were to
be expected.

When word of the Bab's approach reached Hujjat, he sent his courier to meet
the Bab in Sultaniyya, one stage east of Zanjan, offering to arrange a rescue. The
man approached the camp carrying a basket of cucumbers, one of which had a
message from Hujjat concealed inside. The Bab wrote in reply: "Your project
accords not with expediency, for today strife is not approved. Moreover they have
summoned you to Teheran, and the governor has already dispatched horsemen to
set you on the road."29

Whatever orders the Bab may have issued, the town was in a state of high
excitement when he arrived. The governor sent a note to Muhammad Big Cha-
parchi, the chief of the escort, saying that he wished to meet the Bab. By now
crowds were coming to the caravansary. The guards were doing a brisk business
taking bribes to admit people to meet him. The governor became alarmed and
sent two messengers in quick succession urging Muhammad Big to leave Zanjan
immediately. The officer had no choice but to go farther that night.

That same night Hujjat was arrested. Two factors lay behind his arrest. The
first, of course, was concern about the possibility of the rescue of the Bab and
Babi disturbances in Zanjan. It must be remembered that in May 1847 this
would not have had the importance for the central authorities that Babi matters

28. All the Babi sources agree that a follower of Hujjat met the Bab in Shiraz, thus
between early July 1845 and September 1846.
29. Hamadani, New History, 137-38, 219-20, based on the account of the journey

given by the chief of the escort, Muhammad Big Chaparchi, who became a Babi soon
after. See cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 775-76.
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348 Walbridge

were to assume in the next three years. So far disturbances involving Babis had
mostly involved the arguments of the ulama—noisy and irritating but not of
major concern to the authorities. Even at Zanjan, there is little evidence that the
secular authorities were particularly concerned about the Babis. From their point
of view, sending Hujjat to Tehran was a logical precaution against local distur-
bances. That they were also concerned about the possibility of the rescue of the
Bab is shown by the timing of Hujjat's arrest.30

The second factor, the indignation of the ulama, was a more serious concern.
Whereas the Babi and Baha'i historians emphasize the concern of the secular
authorities about the possibility of the Bab escaping, the Muslim historians
emphasize Hujjat's religious disputes with the local ulama.31 This interpretation
is supported by a contemporary document, the petition quoted above. It was pre-
pared by one of the ulama and listed specific complaints of eighteen individuals,
mostly Zanjan ulama, about Hujjat's heterodoxies. It was written in Jumada I
1263/17 April-16 May 1847, the month of the Bab's visit to Zanjan and of Hu-
jjat's arrest. Whether this is one of the letters sent by the ulama that resulted in
Hujjat's arrest or whether it was prepared immediately afterwards and sent to Te-
hran to help make the case against him, we cannot tell for certain. What is re-
markable is that there is no specific reference to Hujjat's being a Babi, though
there are references to his being an "innovator and inventor in religion" and to
his having "devised a false sect." Almost all the accusations have to do with his
denial of the authority of the Shicite ulama and his unorthodox legal rulings.
There are a number of explicit references to acts and words from before he be-
came a Babi. Clearly, the ulama of Zanjan did not yet understand the implica-
tions of the Bab's claims, nor did they distinguish between Hujjat's Babi and
Akhbari heterodoxies. Perhaps Hujjat was still teaching the Babi doctrines with
caution or semi-secretly.32

In Tehran Hujjat was received by the shah, who chided him for his willing-
ness to follow an ignorant Shirazi sayyidP Hujjat maintained his convictions
and was held for about a year under a loose house arrest. During this time he
corresponded with the Bab and occasionally met with some of the Tehran Babis
and debated with the ulama at court.

30. Another factor is that the Zanjanis expelled their governor at about this time.
See below, p. 000 and n. 000. The relationship between the two incidents is not
clear.

31. rtidad al-Saltana, Fitna, 61; Hidayat, Rawdat 10:447; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:89.

32. Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 533-34. It should be noted that there is a different expla-
nation of Hujjat's exile to Tehran. On 11 Shacban 1263/25 July 1847 a riot broke out
in Zanjan, occasioned by the governor's kidnapping and rape of a local woman
(Sipihr, Nasikh 2:206-7). According to Ittila'at, which evidently uses an additional
source unknown to me, the governor was taken out of the city by a mot)—face black-
ened, wearing a paper hat, and riding bareback and backwards on a donkey. Hujjat and
his chief clerical rival both issued fatwas justifying the mob, and so both were
brought to Tehran. There are chronological difficulties in associating Hujjat with this
incident—although it is certainly his style.

33. Sipihr, Nasikh, and other Muslim sources, certainly wrongly, date Hujjat's con-
version to this exile in Tehran.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 349

When Hujjat was arrested and taken to Tehran, the Babis were a minor con-
cern of the authorities—the source of local disturbances in the south and a possi-
ble threat to the prime minister's spiritual dominance of the shah. A year and a
half later, the situation was very different. The Bab had been moved from Maku
to Chihriq at the urging of the Russian minister, who was concerned about the
possible influence of the Bab in Russian Transcaucasia.34 The Bab had been tried
in Tabriz before the crown prince and had maintained his claims against impor-
tant ulama of the city. The summer of 1848 brought Babi disturbances in Mash-
had. That fall there was open fighting as an armed body of Babis, bearing the
black banners of Shicite apocalyptic rebellion, traveled west across Mazandaran.
Rumors flew among the Babis of Tehran that they should all join this party for
the final battle against ungodliness predicted by Shicite tradition. The Babis were
stopped near Babul and built defenses at the little shrine of Shaykh Tabarsi. It
was late the next spring before government troops were finally able to dislodge
them. As this drama began to unfold, the old shah died. Nasir al-Din Mirza, now
the shah, came from Tabriz, accompanied by his ruthless and efficient minister
Amir Kabir. Hujjat, hearing rumors that the new prime minister intended to have
him killed, escaped from the city disguised as a soldier and returned to Zanjan.
His followers received him with rapturous demonstrations. The new governor did
not dare to act against Hujjat, but confined himself to torturing the two men
who had announced Hujjat's return. Civil war was eighteen months away.

The division in the town between Babi and Muslim followed preexisting
fault lines. Hujjat, before his conversion, was the leader of an Akhbari commu-
nity to some extent distinct from the rest of the town. They lived in their own
neighborhood, which became the Babi stronghold when fighting broke out.
When he became a Babi these people followed his example. The lines were not
sharp, though. Families divided when the fighting came. Many, especially those
with property to protect, deserted when fighting became imminent.

It is also clear that the Babis were in most respects not much different from
what they had been as Muslims. Their views on theological issues were thor-
oughly Shicite; they simply accepted the Bab as the Imam. Their practices were
also largely Shicite and Islamic. Evidently, they continued the Akhbari reforms
that Hujjat had instituted earlier, with the addition of a few distinctively Babi
practices derived from rather early writings of the Bab—the prohibition of to-
bacco and recitations from the writings of the Bab, for example. There is no evi-
dence of practices enjoined by the Bay an, the Bab's major doctrinal and legal
work composed about 1848.

The degree to which Babi laws were applied in this period is difficult to de-
termine. It was probably only a year or less between Hujjat's initial conversion
and his arrest and imprisonment in Tehran, so it is likely that the process of
applying Babi law was incomplete when he was taken to Tehran in the early
summer of 1847. The Zanjan Babis evidently sent a deputation to Hujjat in Te-
hran to ask for instructions about their obligations under Babi religious law.35

The Muslim historians allude to Hujjat's having imposed novel commandments
and prohibitions. One source refers to his contradicting Islamic law and then

34. Momen, Babi and Bahd'i Religions, 72.
35. Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 538-39.
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350 Walbridge

goes on to repeat the common accusation of apocalyptic antinomianism and of
the practice of community of property and wives. More plausibly, he adds that
they replaced the Muslim greeting of salam with the Babi greeting Allah-u ak-
barx

There were also Shaykhi Babis in Zanjan, originally followers of the eso-
teric Shicite sect that furnished the bulk of the Babi converts elsewhere. During
the fighting they were organized as a separate unit and may not have felt the
same personal allegiance to Hujjat that the other Babis did. They were suffi-
ciently distinct that the Muslim authorities tried to induce them to betray the
other Babis.37

The Outbreak of Fighting and Its Causes

The Babis of Zanjan now began to attract attention. Prince Dolgorukov, the
Russian minister in Tehran, reported on 7 March 1849, "In truth, there are ru-
mors that in Zanjan they have appeared 800 strong, and that by their presence,
they threaten to disrupt the public order." A year later on 14 March 1850 he re-
ported that "their number reaches 2,000 people, and the ideas spread by them
among the people incite common discontent."38 The Muslim historians, who
date Hujjat's conversion to his 1847-48 confinement in Tehran, date the begin-
ning of the Zanjan Babi community to this period and say that the number of
Babis in the district reached 15,000 by the spring of 1850.

As their numbers increased, the Babis behaved with greater boldness. Even
before Hujjat's return, a number of Zanjan Babis had joined the fight at Shaykh
Tabarsi. Others, believing there would be fighting in Zanjan, had secretly begun
to prepare weapons and train for war.39 When Hujjat went out to his mosque to
lead Friday prayers, three or four hundred followers escorted him. The crowds
attending prayers overflowed the room reserved for prayer into the outer court of
the mosque.40

This Babi activity in as strategic a place as Zanjan alarmed the authorities.
A new governor—Amir Asian Khan, a maternal uncle of the shah—was ap-
pointed and ordered to arrest Hujjat and return him to Tehran. Hujjat learned of
this and no longer went out of his house except with a large armed escort. De-
spite the concern engendered by the fighting with the Babis in Mazandaran, the

36. Sipihr, Nasikh 3:89-90; Hidayat, Rawdat 10:448; Ftidad al-Saltana, Fitna, 61.

37. Shaykhis were followers of Shaykh Ahmad AhsaDi. The Bab himself had been a
student of Ahsa'i's successor. Their esoteric interpretations of Shi'ite tradition and
their expectation of the imminent return of the Hidden Imam had made them receptive
to the Bab's message. Prior to his conversion Hujjat had been opposed to the Shay-
khis. See Zanjani, Vaqayic, 4 2 ^ 3 , 45^6 ; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 178.

38. Momen, Babi and Bahd'i Religions, 114.

39. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 17-18; Hamadani, New History, 142; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers,
539; Hidayat, Rawdat 10:448. Muhammad CAH Malik-Khusravi, Tankh-i shuhada-yi
amr (Tehran, 130 B.E./1973), lists ten Zanjan Babis who are said in one source or
another to have died at Tabarsi.

40. cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 779-80.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 351

governor could do little. The government had stripped the kingdom of troops to
suppress a major revolt against the new shah in Khorasan in the extreme north-
east of the country. The potential Babi threat in Zanjan had to wait until more
serious matters were dealt with.41

In the meantime tensions between the Babis and Muslims of Zanjan rose.
The clergy began complaining to Tehran again. The governor, unable to deal
with the situation by force, invited Hujjat to the governorate for negotiations.
Hujjat came, accompanied by two hundred armed supporters who waited respect-
fully but pointedly outside the audience hall. Hujjat and the governor agreed that
Hujjat would cease preaching and leading prayers in the mosque and that the
Babis would pay triple taxes. In return, the governor's men would leave the
Babis alone and any Babis who committed offenses would be dealt with by Hu-
jjat. The governor was able to inform Tehran that a reconciliation had been ef-
fected. Hujjat for a time prayed and preached in his own house. However, when a
Babi was attacked in his home after having been overheard criticizing the clergy,
the Babis came to Hujjat and complained that his inactivity was encouraging
their enemies. Hujjat returned to leading prayers and preaching in his mosque.42

The incident that led to open fighting was a street fight between a Babi
youth and a Muslim in which the Muslim was wounded. The Babi escaped, but
another Babi who had been with him was imprisoned. Hujjat intervened on his
behalf and offered the governor a bribe, but the governor would not release the
man. Hujjat, aggrieved at the violation of the agreement, sent an armed party to
release the prisoner by force.43 The next day the governor responded by sending a
party of liitTs to kidnap Hujjat while he led prayers. The Babi guards repulsed the
attack and wounded the leader. One Babi guard was wounded and captured. He was
dragged before the governor, where two leading anti-Babi ulama promptly issued
a death warrant. Amir Asian Khan, the governor, spoke abusively to him and
then said, "If thou wilt curse the Founder of thy religion and Mulla Muhammad
cAli, I will not slay thee." The Babi replied, "Curses be upon thine own foul
nature, even unto seventy generations of thy forebears, for that they have been
instrumental in producing a bastard like thee, who has brought about such great
mischief and trouble!" Amir Asian Khan, a man of temper, drew his sword and
struck the Babi prisoner in the mouth, laying open his face from ear to ear. He
then ordered the people to attack him. One mujtahid was so angry that he
stabbed him in the stomach with a penknife, shouting to the onlookers, "O

41. Sipihr, Nasikh 3:90; Hidayat, Rawdat 10:448. Oddly enough, though they ac-
cuse Hujjat of political ambition, Muslim sources say that the government, specifi-
cally the prime minister, Amir Kabir, had already decided to arrest Hujjat before the
first clash between the Babis and the authorities. The Babi and Baha'i sources assume
the decision to arrest Hujjat was due to these clashes.

42. Hamadani, New History, 140-42. This agreement is reported only by the well-
informed Haydar Big, but it makes sense of the events that followed. Its absence from
the official Muslim accounts is probably explained by the fact that the governor
would have kept the extra taxes for himself.

43. Nicolas, AH Mohammad, 338^40, contains an eyewitness account by the Babi
youth who escaped. See also Zanjani, Vaqayic, 18-19; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:90; cAbd al-
Ahad, "Reminiscences," 781-83; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 540-41; Hidayat, Rawdat
10:448.
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352 Walbridge

Muslims, this is holy war!" Others hurried to follow, each striking with what-
ever he had at hand. The Babi's naked corpse was thrown out into the public
square outside the governorate. He was the first Babi to be killed in Zanjan. The
son of one of the ulama was shot to death in the fighting that day and some forty
others were wounded. It was Friday, 5 Rajab 1267/17 May 1850. The next day
fighting started in earnest.44

It is clear that larger causes than these trivial incidents lay behind the fight-
ing. The governor, Amir Asian Khan Majd al-Dawla, had been one of those pre-
sent at the trial of the Bab in Tabriz. He was a cruel man, tactless and given to
rages. He was under orders from Amir Kabir to return Hujjat to Tehran. The
governor, in short, had been waiting for a year for the opportunity to arrest Hu-
jjat and suppress the Babis of Zanjan. The war aims of the government, then, are
clear enough. They wished to ensure that there would be no more disturbances of
the sort that had been so difficult to put down in Mazandaran.45 The clergy had
been agitating against Hujjat for a number of years and considered the suppres-
sion of the Babis to be necessary for the protection of Islam and of their own
authority.

The Babi historians attribute the outbreak of fighting to the incidents that
occasioned it and to the jealousy, anger, and incompetence of the governor and
the ulama. The Babi war aims were correspondingly vague. They expected that
they would have to fight but did not think they should initiate it.46 The reason is
theological. The Babis, in accordance with Shicite law, held that when an Imam
is in the world, only he is allowed to declare holy war. War might be undertaken
in self-defense, but attack was unacceptable without an explicit order from the
Imam—that is, the Bab himself. From the earliest days of the movement the
Babis expected that such an order would come. The Hidden Imam was to wage
war against his enemies and defeat them, and the Babis expected to join this cru-
sade to purge the world of evil and unbelief. The Babis of Zanjan were ready, but
the order had not come. Indeed, the Bab is said to have prohibited Hujjat from
ordering the use of force when he had passed through Zanjan three years earlier.
This battle was not part of that apocalyptic war, although it could become so if
instructions came from the Bab. During the fighting, Hujjat subjected the Babis
to considerable tactical disadvantages in obedience to this principle.47 Two

44. The Babi and Baha'i sources for the events of this day differ in many details, but
agree on the general course of events. See Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 541-43; cAbd al-
Ahad, "Reminiscences," 783-84, 791-95. The casualty figures are from Sipihr,
Nasikh 3:90; Zanjani, Vaqayic, 22-23.
45. Sipihr, Nasikh 3:90; Hamadani, New History, 141; Diya3i, "Sanadi," 163-64.
46. Hamadani, New History, 142; Zanjani, Vaqayic, 17-18.
47. See MacEoin, "Holy War," esp. 98-101, 118-20, though his account of Zanjan

is misleading. There is no evidence for the declaration of a "defensive jihad" at Zan-
jan. The Babi accounts agree that the Zanjan Babis did not declare holy war but con-
sidered themselves to be acting simply in self-defense. See Zanjani, Vaqayic, 28, 36-
37; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 546, 553; Hamadani, New History, 137-38, 145; cAbd al-
Ahad, "Reminiscences," 791, 810-11. Throughout most of Shicite history scholars
had considered the obligation of holy war to be in abeyance in the absence of the
Imam, though in the first half of the nineteenth century the ulama had declared holy
war several times, Zanjan being one of the occasions. See Diya°i, "Sanadi," 163-64,
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 353

months after the outbreak of fighting, news arrived that the Bab was dead, exe-
cuted by public firing squad in Tabriz on orders from the prime minister. There
would be no holy war with the Bab at its head. There are indications that in Zan-
jan the Babi policy on holy war changed after the death of the Bab. Thus, in the
later stages of the siege the Babis conducted various sorties, though it was too
late for these to have any real effect.48

On the other hand, the Babis could hope for an agreement to restore peace to
Zanjan. In that case the Babis could simply go home and resume their ordinary
lives. There were, in fact, intermittent negotiations, but nothing came of them.
On the government side, key officials and officers were unable to deal with the
Babis except as damnable heretics and rebels. Moreover, the Babis held that the
authority of the Bab was superior to that of the government. Not surprisingly,
the officers and officials in the government camp viewed this as arrogance, her-
esy, and rebellious ambition. There was also doubt about the good faith of the
representatives of the government. The Zanjan Babis were well aware that in
Mazandaran fighting had ended with a truce treacherously broken by the army.
When in Zanjan a Babi delegation consisting of boys and old men was seized and
mistreated, any chance of the Babis accepting one of the government peace offers
was ended. Thus, the final Babi war aim had to be the emulation of the Imam
Husayn and his band of doomed heroes. The Babis had no choice but to fight for
their honor before God. There was no other option, neither hope of victory nor
of honorable surrender.49

The Course of Fighting

Soon after the freeing of the imprisoned Babi, the governor ordered the division
of the town into Babi and Muslim quarters preparatory to the destruction of the
Babis.50 Zanjan in those days was surrounded by a crenelated mud brick wall
about six meters high. The highway ran through the town parallel to the river.
The town was thus longer from east to west than north to south. The Babis were
mostly in the eastern half of the town.

The day after the first fighting Hujjat, at the urging of his lieutenants, or-
dered the capture of the fort of cAli Mardan Khan, a substantial stronghold that
overlooked the boundary between the Muslim and Babi quarters. A large stock of
ammunition and weapons was captured with the fort.51 According to the official

and Zanjani, Vaqayic, 28. Hujjat, an Akhbari, evidently considered this to be an in-
novation.
48. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 60-62; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 800, 812.
49. Hidayat, Rawdat 10:449-54; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:93; Momen, Babi and Bahd'i Re-

ligions, 116-19; Zanjani, Vaqayic, 57-58; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 809-11;
Hamadani, New History, 312-13; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 554-55.

50. Zanjani, Vaqayf, 23-24; Hamadani, New History, 143-44; cAbd al-Ahad,
"Reminiscences," 787; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 543-44; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:90; Hi-
dayat, Rawdat 10:449.

51. Hamadani, New History, 145—46; Zanjani, Vaqayic, 36-31; Sipihr, Nasikh
3:91.
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354 Walbridge

chronicle, the next day, Sunday, 19 May 1850, the Babis attacked the house of
the governor, but were driven off.52 A lull of some days followed as both sides
prepared for further fighting. The Babis controlled the entire eastern half of the
town and barricaded all the streets leading into their quarter. Officers were ap-
pointed for each barricade, forty or more in all, and men were apportioned to
each. Each barricade had a watchword, usually a name of God, with which to
alert others if their position was threatened. Fallback positions were prepared in
case a barricade was overrun. Supplies were stockpiled in the fort. In the course
of the siege the Babis made their own gunpowder and even several cannon. At
the beginning of the siege there were probably about 1,800 fighting men in the
Babi quarter with somewhat more women and children.53

On the Muslim side appeals for troops were sent to the authorities, and the
militia was raised in the surrounding villages. The central government responded
immediately. The British ambassador wrote, "Five hours after receipt of [news of
fighting at Zanjan] a Battalion of Infantry 400 horse and three guns marched to-
ward Zenjan. This is an instance unexampled in Persia of military celerity,
which perhaps would not be surpassed in many countries of Europe."54 The
authorities were deeply alarmed. The first regular troops reached the town on 1
June, with other large contingents arriving on 13 and 16 June. At this time there
were perhaps 6,000 government troops at the town, in addition to the irregulars
raised locally.55

Though there had been fighting earlier, the first general attack by govern-
ment troops against the Babis came on 1 July 1850, preceded by an attempt to
blow up a Babi barricade with a mine. The attack failed and was succeeded by a
lull.56 According to Baha'i sources, Sayyid cAli Khan Firuzkuhi, the first officer
in general command of the government troops, was sympathetic to the Babis and
was thus replaced and disgraced.57 A pattern soon developed: a new unit and
commander would arrive, make a determined attack with the half-hearted support
of the previous troops, and make, if anything, only indecisive gains. The new
unit would then camp sullenly outside the town with the others and matters
would lapse into an informal truce until new troops and a higher-ranking officer
arrived.

The government attacks achieved so little because the Babis were in care-
fully prepared positions and defended themselves desperately. The town was a
warren of narrow streets and houses, all interconnected and prepared for defense,
and could hardly be taken by infantry without heavy losses. Though the govern-

52. Sipihr, Nasikh 3:91.
53. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 30-32, 38-39, 51-52, 62, 6; Hamadani, New History, 143-

44; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:90-91, 93; Hidayat, Rawdat 10:449; Nicolas, All Mohammad,
343; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 774, 809, 818-19; Ptidad al-Saltana, Fitna,
264-65; Momen, Babi and Baha'i Religions, 117-18.
54. Momen, Babi and Baha'i Religions, 115 (Sheil to Palmerston, no. 64, 25 May

1850, FO 60 151).
55. Momen, Babi and Baha'i Religions, 115-16.
56. Sipihr, Nasikh 3:91-92.
57. Hamadani, New History, 140-43, 157, 372; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 556-57;

Hidayat, Rawdat 10:449-50; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:93-94.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 355

ment troops had artillery, the guns were mostly light field pieces more suitable
for use against troops in the open. When a ball hit the mud brick walls and dirt
barricades of the Babi defenses, there would be a puff of dust and the surface of
the wall would crumble, but it would be easy enough for the Babi to reinforce
the walls from behind. Mortars caused casualties among the women and children,
but there is no evidence they were effective against the Babi defenses themselves.
It was probably not practical to carry enough ammunition from the arsenals of
Tehran and Tabriz to make a decisive difference. Eventually, heavier guns were
brought in, and these did gradually drive back the Babis.

In addition, the Babis had sympathizers among the besieging troops, even
among the officers. Many of the officers resented being made to fight against
civilians in a battle they blamed on the ulama. Babi sources report that certain
units, notably the two cAliullahi (Ahl-i Haqq) regiments, sympathized with the
Babis and for that reason held back from the fighting.58 Moreover, the individual
soldiers had grown up with the stories of the heroism of the outnumbered defend-
ers of the Imam Husayn and the brutality of his Syrian enemies and with the
prophecies of the army of the Imam at the end of time. Many, while not Babis
themselves, must have entertained secret doubts about the justice of their ac-
tions.

Women played a role in the fighting, to the fascination of the nineteenth-
century Iranian historians. There were three thousand or more Babi women and
children within the defenses. The Babis were well organized, and women sewed,
baked, nursed the wounded, built and repaired barricades, and gathered spent bul-
lets and cannonballs for reuse. Children helped as well. Occasionally, women
extinguished the fuses on shells fired into the Babi positions, using wet blankets
kept ready for this task.59 The women did not normally fight, and most seemed
to have survived the siege, but there was a famous exception.

The government officials and the ulama together wrote to the Shah in this
wise [giving a list of excuses for their failure to defeat the Babis]: "Fourth,
there is a regiment of Babi virgin girls. The Babis fight for love of them."
They wrote a great deal in this vein and sent it to the king.

This story became very well known among the people, but the truth of
the matter of the virgin girl is this: There was an old man, one of the fol-
lowers of Hujjat, who had died. Two daughters survived him, one named
Zaynab and the other Shah Sanam. When the barricades were being built and
the fighting had begun, Zaynab went to Hujjat and said, "I have no father or
brother to fight the holy war in the path of God. Permit me to go and fight."
He replied, "The holy war is prohibited for women." She said, "In this dis-
pensation the illusions and veils of the past are torn asunder. Issue your
judgment accordingly!" He gave that girl the name of Rustam cAli. She was
in one of the barricades, dressed in man's clothing, with the other pure
souls. One day the soldiers attacked the barricade. That lioness recited these
verses of Jawhari:

Name me a sect free of disgrace.
Tell me the tale of Islam's unbelief!

58. Hamadani, New History, 141-42, 157, 372.
59. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 49-50; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 563; cAbd al-Ahad,

"Reminiscences," 769.
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356 Walbridge

Thus is the Muslim an infidel.
Shouting these verses, Rustam cAli threw herself from the barricade and

charged the enemy soldiers. Thinking that a large group was following her,
they fled. The people at the barricade called her back, but as she returned,
one of the townspeople shot and killed her.60

Throughout the summer and fall the Babis steadily lost men and were
slowly driven back upon their strong points, but months went by without the
government troops achieving anything decisive. By late fall Babi resistance be-
gan to fail. The Babis had been driven a good way back from the city wall. The
fort of cAli Mardan Khan, where most of the Babi supplies and munitions were
stored, was for a time cut off. A Babi counterattack reopened a route to the fort,
but it finally fell to the Garrus Regiment during a general assault in early De-
cember. With its fall the Babi position became untenable.61

At this point Hujjat told his people that they might leave if they could. A
number did so but were immediately captured. The remaining Babis regrouped
around the house of Hujjat, which they stubbornly defended against government
attacks and an artillery barrage. There was talk among some of the younger Babis
of killing the women to prevent their falling into enemy hands, but cooler heads
prevailed.62 Soon after, Hujjat was wounded in the right forearm while inspecting
the defenses. He was taken to his house where he languished for some days. His
wound was kept secret from the enemy and even from most of the Babis. He died
on about 30 December 1850, counseling his people to try to hold out three more
days. This may be explained by a reference to a plan by the government troops
to break off the siege for the winter. He was buried in great secrecy in his
house—fully dressed with his sword by his side as befitted a martyr—and the
walls were knocked over on top of the grave to conceal it.

At this point Babi morale collapsed. When an offer of safe conduct arrived
from the government commander, the Babis surrendered. Only about a hundred
Babi fighters had survived the siege.63

The Aftermath

After the Babi surrender the troops immediately looted the remnants of the Babi
quarter. The men were seized and the women and children were taken to the house

60. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 55-56. See also cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 802-3;
Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 549-52; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:94. One of the local mujtahids also
ruled that the jihad in Zanjan was afard cayn—an obligation binding on the individ-
ual—that applied even to women. He held that a woman could participate in the fight-
ing without permission of her husband. See Diya'i, "Sanadl."

61. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 49-51, 60; Hamadani, New History, 158-59; Sipihr, Nasikh
3:95-96.

62. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 62-64.

63. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 60-62, 64-65, 71-73; Hamadani, New History, 161-68,
291-92, 373; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 573, 577-78; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences,"
768-69, 812-13, 818-21; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:96-97; Diya3i, "Sanadi," 164; Momen,
Babi and Bahd'i Religions, 122.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 357

of Sayyid Abu'l-Qasim, the leading mujtahid of the town. They were held in the
stables there for forty days before being robbed and released.64 In the meantime,
after three days sixty-six male prisoners were taken to the square in front of the
governor's house and bayoneted to death by the troops. Hujjat's young son was
tricked into revealing the site of his father's grave. The body was dug up and
dragged around the town. Forty-four Babis were sent in chains to Tehran with the
returning army, and four were executed there on 2 March 1851. The rest were
dispersed to various places in Iran. The remaining prisoners in Zanjan, people of
no great importance, were released into the custody of family and friends.65

The Babi disaster at Zanjan was total. No Babi leader survived, and only a
handful of the fighters. The survivors were almost all women and children. Most
of these were sent back to their families, who in many or most cases were Mus-
lim. Babis continued to live in Zanjan, but it was not until the 1860s, when the
children of those killed were young adults, that there was again a real Babi com-
munity there—though it was divided between Azalis and Baha'is. Further perse-
cutions in 1867 killed three young Baha'i leaders, and little more is heard until
the 1890s. Even then it seems to have been a dangerous place to be a Baha'i.
Today the Baha'i community of Zanjan probably has not reached the numbers of
the Babi community of 1850.

Causes and Effects: Social Factors

Given the turbulent history of pre-modern Iranian cities, the observer might be
more puzzled by an urban revolt that did not happen. Nineteenth-century Iranian
towns were riven by the Haydari-Nicmati rivalry that pitted rival quarters against
each other. The cause of this widespread feud, which apparently goes back to
Safavid times, seems to have been unknown even to the Iranians themselves66—
a manifestation of human perversity like the enmity of the Green and Blue char-
iot-racing factions that troubled the peace of Byzantium. Small disturbances were
common enough. In 1847 Zanjan itself had expelled its governor when he ab-
ducted and raped a woman, a disturbance in which Hujjat was probably in-
volved.67 On a larger scale, in 1843 the largely Iranian population of Karbala
revolted against the Ottoman authorities and in the end was slaughtered even in

64. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 66-73; Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 569-70. It is not absolutely
clear whether the women were imprisoned there, had taken sanctuary there to escape
the vengeance of the troops, or some combination of the two. There had been a scuf-
fle between the townspeople and the troops over who should have custody of the Babi
women. The townspeople were evidently unwilling to turn over to the soldiers women
of the town, even if they were Babis. Nonetheless, the women were treated harshly,
on the whole, and some of the children died.
65. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 73-76; Sipihr, Nasikh 3:96-97; Momen, Babi and Baha'i Re-

ligions, 123-24; Hamadani, New History, 165-68; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences,"
813, 817, 819.
66. Hossein Mirjafari, "The Haydari-Nicmatl Conflicts in Iran," Iranian Studies 12

(1979): 135-62.
67. See n. 32 above.
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358 Walbridge

the sacred shrines.68 It was an incident not unlike the Babi revolts. And, of
course, the role of urban disturbances in the two great Iranian revolutions of the
twentieth century is well known.

Not enough is known about the makeup of the Babi community of Zanjan,
or about the population of Zanjan in 1850, to do any very deep analysis of the
social and economic context of the battle. The Haydari-Nicmati feud is not men-
tioned, though perhaps it was there. Neither the Babi nor the Muslim sources
tell us much about the economic status of the participants, for these writers did
not think it was relevant. The most conspicuous sociological fact about the Zan-
jan Babis was that they were a pre-existing group, the followers of Hujjat, who
became Babis more or less en masse. It seems likely, though it is not proven,
that they were an Akhbari community and that they had been the followers of
Hujjat's father. They mostly lived in the eastern part of town, where they were
evidently the bulk of the population. They were distinct from the Shaykhi Babis
of Zanjan. Some also came from neighboring villages, although most likely the
villagers had close links of kinship with the Akhbari Babis of the town. The
Babis were thus not an economic class but a cross-section of the town defined by
quarter and by allegiance to a particular religious leader. There is no evidence of
the tribal or ethnic identity of this group or whether it differed from the ethnic
identity of the rest of the town and district.

The Babi and Baha'i historians do note, however, that when open fighting
broke out, it was the wealthier members of the community who were most
likely to desert the cause. The individuals who distinguished themselves in the
fighting and rose to leadership tended not to come from the traditional leading
classes. One gets the impression of small craftsmen, retired sergeants, and the
like, finding in the crisis a chance to express their talents.69 It is known that
Hujjat and his followers, even before their conversion to Babism, were sharply
critical of the religious and political leadership. It thus seems very probable that
the Babis' willingness to fight had something to do with resentment at the in-
competence and corruption of the leadership of the existing order. Given that not
much specific information is known about individual Babis in Zanjan and that
even less is known about those who opposed the Babis or stayed neutral, little
more can be said with certainty about the social and economic foundations of the
Zanjan Babi community or about the social and economic factors that predis-
posed them to desperate armed resistance to the forces of the government.

Conceptual Structures

There is much more of interest to say about the conceptual structures that shaped
the actions of the various participants. Four points of reference seem to have
been important: the return of the Twelfth Imam, the paradigm of Karbala, the
inviolability of Islamic law, and the autocratic model of governmental reform.

68. Juan Cole and Moojan Momen, "Mafia, Mob and Shiism in Iraq: The Rebellion
of Ottoman Karbala, 1824-1843," Past and Present 112 (1986): 112-43.
69. Zanjani, Vaqayic, 24-25, 40-43; cAbd al-Ahad, "Reminiscences," 779; Amanat,

Resurrection, 358.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 359

Shicites believe that Muhammad entrusted his temporal and spiritual author-
ity to the line of his successors, the Imams. This authority still belongs to the
twelfth of these successors, who lives in the fabulous underground cities of
Jabalqa and Jabarsa. Since the Imam is not present to exercise his authority, it
has for the time being passed into the hands of Muslim rulers and clergy, but
when the Imam returns, he will reclaim his authority in this world. The Babis
believed that—in one sense or another—the Bab was the return of the Hidden
Imam. This simple fact was a permanent bar to any real coexistence of the Babis
and the state. The Bab might have chosen not to delegitimize the structures of
secular society, but he might do so at any time. The Babis of Zanjan and else-
where admitted the legitimacy of the existing order only insofar as the Bab did
not reject it. Conflict resulted when the Bab's instructions conflicted with those
of established authority. This conflict was equally well understood by the
authorities. Once the nature of the Babi movement was understood, the govern-
ment moved systematically and implacably to destroy it.

Moreover, the prophecies of Shicite tradition told of a great war in which
the Imam and his chosen companions would destroy the forces of evil. The Babis
expected to be summoned to participate in this campaign; arguably, the fighting
in Mazandaran was conceived as the start of that campaign. The Bab certainly
discussed holy war in his writings. Though he seems never to have called for the
launching of the final war against evil, neither Babis nor state officials doubted
that eventually he would. On that score, too, both sides saw war as inevitable.

The second conceptual framework was the paradigm of Karbala, the battle in
which the Imam Husayn, betrayed by the bulk of his followers, and a tiny band
of companions fought until all were killed by the forces of a wicked and irrelig-
ious government. Though in a sense Karbala and the holy war of the Hidden
Imam are opposites—the one resulting in utter defeat and the other in inevitable
triumph—when war began in Zanjan, the two seemed to fuse in the Babis'
minds. When the news arrived of the Bab's execution, the Karbala motif became
uppermost. The example of the martyrs of Karbala would have shaped the Babis'
attitudes towards the fighting, giving it a deeply symbolic quality, and steeled
them for death and inevitable but holy defeat. The women, imprisoned in the
stables of a mujtahid, were like the women brought captive to unholy Damas-
cus. The Babis' opponents would also have noticed the parallels. The campaign
dragged on for so long because of the lack of enthusiasm of the government
troops. They too had grown up with the story of Karbala, and though they might
not have been Babis themselves, they could scarcely have avoided wondering if
they were not reenacting a part in the Karbala tragedy as troops of a new godless
Yazid.

The actions of the clergy were shaped by another conceptual framework, that
of Islamic law, changeless and inviolable. The Bab's claims of divine guidance
were not wholly heretical in Shicism, a religion in which the Hidden Imam may
at any time choose to reassert his authority through whatever channels he
wishes. The true source of the righteous indignation animating the anti-Babi
clergy was Babi innovation in matters of law. This is very clear in the petition
filed against Hujjat, in which petty changes in accepted Islamic law are presented
as grave dangers to the security of religion and state. The clergy and their follow-
ers might tolerate claims of charismatic authority, but they could not tolerate the
abrogation of any part of Islamic law.
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360 Walbridge

A fourth set of ideas molded the thinking of the government officials who
made the decision to suppress the Babis and execute the Bab, particularly Amir
Kabir and his pupil, the young Nasir al-Din Shah. Like many thoughtful Irani-
ans of the governing class, Amir Kabir realized that the country was in a desper-
ate state and that drastic reforms were needed to modernize state and society be-
fore the country was swallowed up by the Europeans. Only a strong and
autocratic ruler could impose the necessary reforms. Religion might be tolerated
or encouraged in its place, but the king must exercise full authority in his
sphere. The Bab's movement, no matter how sincere its followers might be or
how legitimate their complaints, was a distraction that must be disposed of in
order to allow the state to focus on more urgent problems. The words that the
Baha'i historian Nabil attributes to Amir Kabir as he prepared to order the execu-
tion of the Bab can scarcely be authentic, but they do express the situation as he
must have seen it: " [The innocence of the Bab is] wholly irrelevant to the issue
with which we are faced. The interests of the State are in jeopardy, and we can in
no wise tolerate these periodic upheavals. Was not the Imam Husayn, in view of
the paramount necessity for safeguarding the unity of the State, executed by
those same persons who had seen him more than once receive marks of excep-
tional affection from Muhammad, his Grandfather? Did they not in such circum-
stances refuse to consider the rights which his lineage had conferred upon him?
Nothing short of the remedy I advocate can uproot this evil and bring us the
peace for which we long."70

Why Zanjan?

Why then did open fighting not break out in other places where there were actu-
ally smaller Babi disturbances? We may look, for example, at Shiraz following
the Bab's return from pilgrimage in 1845^6, Isfahan during the Bab's visit,
Qazvin during Tahira's visit, and Tehran in 1852, when certain Babis attempted
to assassinate the shah. The first answer seems to be that the Babis in these
places did not form a large and cohesive unit that could react by banding together
to fight. In Zanjan and Nayriz the Babis were a pre-existing community. At
Shaykh Tabarsi they were a small army on the move. In the other cities there
was no large and cohesive community but rather groups of loosely associated
individuals drawn mainly from Shaykhi networks. In Tehran the Babis often
were emigrants or refugees from elsewhere, forming groups that could not yet
have been very closely knit. Second, except in Tehran the aborted disturbances
took place early in the Babi period, before either side had concluded that violence
was inevitable. A third factor was that all these cities, and especially Tehran,
were strategic points and were much more carefully policed than country towns
like Zanjan and Nayriz. In Tehran the authorities watched the Babi networks
closely, imprisoning, exiling, or executing Babi leaders from time to time.
Thus, when some Babis did actually plot to overthrow the government, the
crackdown was ruthless and efficient. A final factor was that the Babis had no
clear instructions from their leader to organize sedition, so except for the incident

70. Nabil, Dawn-Breakers, 502.
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Babi Uprising in Zanjan 361

at Shaykh Tabarsi, open fighting occurred more or less by accident. In places
like Shiraz and Tehran where the Babi leaders were inclined to accommodation,
there was less likely to be trouble.

The events in Zanjan resemble most closely those in Nayriz. In Nayriz, too,
there was mass conversion of a pre-existing social unit under the influence of a
Babi cleric whose family already enjoyed great prestige in the town. The Babis
already lived in the same quarters and had established leadership and group soli-
darity. When challenged, they easily slipped into the mode of armed resistance.
The fact that neither town was an important place carefully controlled by the
central government probably meant that there was more of a tradition of success-
ful resistance to the authorities. Nayriz and Zanjan are to be contrasted in funda-
mental respects with Shaykh Tabarsi, the earliest and best known battle between
the Babis and the government. The Babis at Shaykh Tabarsi were not a pre-
existent group but were an ad hoc band of religious enthusiasts gathered around
the charismatic leadership of Mulla Husayn Bushru'i and Quddus. They were
united only by religion, and their fighting had a much more symbolic character.

In short, the explanation for the pattern of Babi uprisings is this: The logic
of the positions of the two parties made conflict inevitable. Where the Babis
were organized and in sufficient numbers, they fought back. Where they were
not, they hid, fled, or were killed.

Goals and Consequences

Finally, we must consider the purpose for which the Zanjan Babis and their op-
ponents fought and the actual long-term consequences of their actions. In the
absence of an order for jihad from the Bab, the war aims of the Babis were sim-
ply to defend themselves, and if they were unable to do so successfully, to emu-
late the example of the Imam Husayn and his followers, dying honestly in de-
fense of the truth of their faith. The war aims of the government were more
practical: to eliminate the Babi military threat on the essential Tehran-Tabriz
road. Each in its way was successful. Unable to make honorable terms with the
government commanders, the Babis fought until only about a hundred of their
fighters remained to surrender. Some others probably escaped in the closing
weeks of the siege, but in general they were true to the example of Husayn. As
for the government, they succeeded in nearly exterminating the Zanjan Babi
community. It was not until the surviving children became adults that anything
like an active Babi community reemerged in Zanjan. The Babis never again made
trouble there.

Zanjan played only a small role in the historical memory of the later fol-
lowers of the Bab. Though it was by far the largest of the Babi uprisings and
though those killed there probably constitute nearly half of all the Babi and
Baha'i martyrs to date, it was an event isolated from the mainstream of Babi life.
Hujjat and his lieutenants were not part of the Shaykhi network from which
most of the Babi leaders were drawn. Few of the other Babi leaders knew him
well. Hujjat was in contact with them while he was in Tehran, and he did corre-
spond with the Bab, but the Zanjan community was nonetheless isolated. Thus,
Zanjan never assumed the symbolic importance of Shaykh Tabarsi in later Baha'i
imagination. The greatest effect on the Babis was indirect: most likely, the out-
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362 Walbridge

break of fighting in Zanjan determined Amir Kabir to order the execution of the
Bab.

As for the clergy, the Zanjan uprising, at least as part of the general chal-
lenge of Babism, forced them into a more rigid stand against religious hetero-
doxy and innovation. They tightened their own organization, rallying around the
leading marajic-i taqlld and becoming both more effective and less open to in-
ternal innovation.

The effects of the battle were also felt by the townspeople and by the state.
First, large portions of the city were left in ruins. Thirty years later when
Browne passed through, it still had not entirely recovered. Second, the event was
profoundly frightening. Zanjan was not a remote spot like Shaykh Tabarsi or
Nayriz; one of the main roads of the kingdom actually passed through the Babi
positions. For decades, travelers and officials passing through Zanjan heard tales
of the supernatural valor and cunning of Hujjat and the Zanjan Babis. The suc-
cess of the Babi resistance pointed out the inadequacies of the Persian army and
the vulnerability of the state to popular uprising. The result was a hardening of
state resolve against the Babis and probably as well against other sorts of popu-
lar movements.

The last word belongs to the Baha'i historian Nabil: "I was privileged, nine
years after the termination of that memorable struggle, to visit Zanjan and wit-
ness the scene of those terrible butcheries. I beheld with grief and horror the ru-
ins of the fort of ' Alf-Mardan Khan, and trod the ground that had been saturated
with the blood of its immortal defenders. I could discern on its gates and walls
traces of the carnage that marked its surrender to the enemy, and could discover
upon the very stones that had served as barricades, stains of the blood that had
been so profusely shed in that neighborhood."71

John Walbridge, Department of Near Eastern Languages and Cultures, Indi-
ana University--Bloomington

71. Ibid., 579.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
em

or
ia

l U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
N

ew
fo

un
dl

an
d]

 a
t 1

7:
18

 3
0 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 


