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Pilgrim fears mirror Islam’s
rampant rivalries

Jihan El-Tahri

WO million Muslim wor-
shippers¢are gathered in
Mecca this week awaiting

the highest spiritual moment of
their faith. But the occasion has
been marred by the looming
fear, following Iranian claims
of demonstrations in Mecca on
Wednesday, that the riots
which claimed 402 lives last
year could be repeated. A
Although last year's blood-
shed in Mecca was prompted in
part by the clash between the
Tranian Shi'ite brand of radical

Islam and Saudi conservative’

Islam, the essence of last year's

confrontation was the result of

_ political tensions in the Guif.

Thus, Iran’s recent acceptance
of .UN resolution 538, ‘which
points towards the end of the
eight-year Gulf war, gives a
spark of hope that the hajj sea-
so% l:\ull pass without incident.

e or pllsrlmage .
Mecea, %ﬂgdf the five pillars of

Islam, is regarded as a symbol
of unity for Muslims. 4

In reality however, the hajj
has always embodied — on a
s scale, — the conflict and
rivalries rampant in the Mus-
Iim world: .

“The hajj is the largest and
most important annual Islamic
conference,” says, Salem. Az-
zam, secretary general of the Is-
lamic Council. “One of the
main aims of this religious

event is to allow Muslims to co--

operate in solving their prob-
lems, be they political(, eco-
nomic, or social.” A

Indeed, it was during the hajj
season in 1971 that Iranian pil-
grims started distributing mes-
sages from Ayatollah Khomei-
ni. Khomeini used ‘Islam’s
largest annual gathering to call

for political activism and ap- | thre:

pealed to his fellow Muslims to
help rid Iran of its “infidel”
rulers.

While the mission of Iranian-

pilgrims in the 1970s was to im-
port an Islamic revolution into
Iran, in the 1980s they sought to
export Iran’s revolutionary
Islam to other Muslim coun-
tries. However, the religious

element was not the only guid- | ly

ing factor. The dynamic politi-
cal situation of that period had
gggin _manifested itself in the

ajj.
“Last year's riots were not
just a matter of Sunni-Shi'ite
sectarianism, as some would

to_{ like to think. The Mecca inci-

dents were a clear instance of
secular conflict between the

| Saudi and Iranian regimes,”
Azzam

says Mr ;

Although Iran has been at at
war with Iraq, Saudi Arabia is
Iran’s main rival in the region.
The two countries are the prin-
cipal contestants for primacy in
Islam and predominance

.throughout the Guif,

Through oil wealth, Saudi
Arabia has in the past decade
managed to establish itself as a
main political actor in the

region. Yet, the kingdom still
derives its basic legitimacy
from its role as the custodian of
Islam’s holy shrines,

By challenging Saudi Ara-
bia's right and its ability to be
the sole protector of the holy
shrines, Iran is confronting the
kingdom with a direct political

at.

Indeed, Iran has repeatedly
demanded that Islam's holy
shrines be put under the aus-
pices of an international Mus-
lim committee.

The politicisation of the hajj
and other religious occasions is-
no novelty in Islam. Politics has
always been seen as an integral
part of religion. However, ana-
sts see an_increasing ten-
dency to shroud secular politics
and contemporary ideological
differences in religidus garb.
Iran’s attack on the conserva-
tive Saudi interpretation of

-Islam is an attempt to counter

Saudi Arabia’s present policies,
especially those relating to the
United States.

Although the magnitude of
last year’s bloodshed was un-
precedented in the holy city, no
pilgrimage season since 1981
has passed without some con-
frontation between Iranian pil-
grims and their Saudi hosts.
This year, perhaps, a combina-
tion of the strict limits on num-
bers which the Saudis have im-
posed and the virtual boycott
with which the Iranians have
responded may bring a peaceful
hajj season.
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