Journal of Ritual Culture and Literature
Quarterly, Vol 5, No 9, Spring & Summer 2026, 1-22
Original Research @ 10.22077/jcrl.2025.9134.1204

o

°

Universiey of Birjmd

a
- ud

N o]

Manifestations of Ghuluw (Exaggeration) Regarding Imam Husayn and His
Family within Contemporary Persian Ritual Poetry

Meysam Akbarzadeh'*, Ebrahim Vasheghani Farahani?, Amir Hossein Hatami®

Received: Mar 19, 2025 Revised: May 14, 2025 Accepted: Jun 10, 2025

Abstract

Ghuluw (i.e. exaggeration) and extremist tendencies have left a significant impact as a
distinct current in the history of Shiite thought. While exaggeration has existed across all
monotheistic religions and Islamic sects, appearing under various names and factions, these
groups share a common ideological core. They attribute divine qualities and names to their
religious leaders, sometimes even elevating them to the status of divinity, and assign to
them the duties of creation, sustenance, and governance of the universe. The ideology of
exaggeration reached its zenith during the second and third centuries AH. Subsequently, it
shifted to the margins without entirely disappearing; however, starting in the 13th century
AH, concurrently with the emergence of the Shaykhiyya movement, conditions favored the
reproduction of these ideas in the public sphere. Focusing on the exaggeration surrounding
the persona of Husayn ibn Ali and his family, this article seeks to answer the primary
question of how exaggeration has been reproduced in contemporary history, particularly
in recent decades, and in which domains they have primarily manifested. Based on the
research findings, while exaggeration ideas have expanded in recent decades, they lack
official platforms for promotion. Consequently, they have adopted a folkloric and populist
character, manifesting primarily within religious gatherings through ritual poetry and
eulogies.

Keywords: Ghuluw (Exaggeration), Ritual Poetry, Deification, 7afwid (Delegation of
Divine Authority), Imam Husayn (AS).

1. Introduction
Ghuluw (exaggeration), understood as a form of hyperbole to the extent that it is not
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accepted by reason, is one of the important modes of human expression and, as one of the
currents in the history of Shi‘i thought, has left significant impacts. Exaggeration, however,
has existed in all monotheistic religions and in all Islamic sects. Although the exaggerations
are known in various sectarian forms and under different names, they all share a common
core in their beliefs. They attribute divine attributes and names to their religious leaders,
sometimes even elevating them to the rank of divinity, and assign to them the functions of
creation, sustenance, and control over the affairs of the universe. The idea of exaggeration
reached its peak of growth and expansion in the 2nd and 3rd centuries AH, and thereafter,
without disappearing, it gradually moved to the margins. However, from the 13th century
AH onward, coinciding with the emergence of the Shaykhiyya movement, conditions were
once again created for the reproduction of this idea and its reappearance in the public
sphere, particularly in poetry. Exaggeration is also widely present in poetry, where it can
add beauty and emotional impact. However, when poetry is expected not only to enhance
beauty and influence but also to maintain precision and convey truth, exaggeration can
become a detrimental element. One of the most prominent fields in which exaggeration
appears in Persian poetry is devotional poetry, although even in this genre it is not without
problems. While exaggeration in Persian devotional poetry is rooted in the poets’ love and
devotion toward the prophets and the Imams (peace be upon them), this love, when lacking
proper awareness, can sometimes lead to forms of exaggeration that are incompatible with
the exalted dignity of these revered figures, thereby also harming the soundness of popular
religious beliefs. The present article, with an emphasis on exaggeration in the figure of
Husayn ibn Ali (peace be upon him) and his family, seeks to answer the main question
of how exaggeration has been reproduced in contemporary history, particularly in recent
decades, and in which domains it has primarily manifested itself.

2. Research Method

The research method used in this article is a combination of descriptive and analytical
approaches. First, the nature of exaggeration, its types, and its forms are described, and
the perspective of Islam, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), the Imams (peace
be upon them), and scholars regarding exaggeration is explained. Then, the manifestations
and modes of exaggeration in Persian devotional poetry are analyzed. The scope of the
study includes the descriptions of Imam Husayn (peace be upon him) and his family in
contemporary devotional poetry, drawing on divans (poetry collections), anthologies,
compilations, and online Persian poetry databases.

3. Results

In the past, the idea of exaggeration manifested itself in the form of exaggerated narrations
and hadiths as well as within sectarian movements. In recent decades, however, due to the
lack of official channels for its promotion, it has re-emerged in popular forms, particularly
in the shape of devotional poetry, religious eulogies, and elegies, primarily centered on
the figure of Imam Husayn (peace be upon him) and his relatives. In many cases, these
poems lack literary value, yet they reflect the same ancient exaggeration concepts that
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were prevalent during the era of the presence of the Shi‘i Imams. For instance, nearly
all exaggeration sects in the past shared certain core beliefs: the deification of the Imams
(attributing divinity to them), the delegation of creation, sustenance, and cosmic authority
to them, the attribution of the power to forgive sinners to the Imams, especially Imam
Husayn (peace be upon him), and the ascription of divine names and attributes to them.
In the reproduction of exaggeration ideologies within contemporary Shi’ism, these
same extremist concepts are expressed through folk poetry in various forms. These
manifestations include apotheosis (divine-attribution), delegation (tafwid), antinomianism
(ibahah), disparagement of religious rites, and exaggeration in the concepts of intercession,
anthropomorphism (tashbih) and particularly the unbounded hope placed in Imam Husayn
(peace be upon him). These expressions range from subtle, mild forms to extreme, overt
degrees.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Poetic exaggerations concerning Imam Husayn (peace be upon him) are at times of a heretical
nature, while in other cases they merely contain varying degrees of doctrinal deviation.
Likewise, some forms of exaggeration may serve to express reverence and veneration,
whereas others not only lack any positive value but are in fact counterproductive. Such
exaggerated poems are often composed by lesser-known and less prominent poets whose
works, in many cases, are not particularly strong or substantial. Given that the primary
audience of these poems consists of the general public, they tend to take on a distinctly
popular and informal character. For this reason, they are mostly published and circulated
in non-official spaces such as internet blogs, personal pages, and social media platforms.
Ultimately, it appears that both the composers of these poems and their audiences are often
not fully aware of the content of what they produce and consume. The creation, circulation,
and reception of these works are driven more by emotion, passion, and devotion than by
informed understanding.
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