Islam in the 21st Century: Can’t We Just Get Along?

DISCUSSION 3: 

Divisions Within Islam

I. Shia-Sunni Split

II. Saudi Arabia 

& Wahhabism 

· Optional Reading: “The Story of a Story: Legacy of the Crusades” by Muhammad Asad
Good morning: today I would like to concentrate on some of the key divisions within the Islamic faith.

EXPLAIN OPTIONAL READING (~10 pages; pdf file requires Adobe Acrobat to open and read—free download): available along with my notes and Power Points—(show) 

Shia-Sunni Split
Last time we looked at the spread of Islam during Muhammad’s final years and after his death and we considered the key aspects of the Islamic faith, the basic core features that all Muslims share.  Today I want to focus on the divisions within Islam—especially the crucial split between the two main sects, Shia and Sunni—as well as the much more modern rise of Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia.

Starting with the Shia-Sunni split in the decades following Muhammad’s death in 632, I want to EMPHASIZE THAT THIS COMPLICATED STORY IS STEEPED IN POLITICS & INTRIGUE and, albeit with very different names, LOOKS A LOT LIKE ANY TYPICAL POWER STRUGGLE IN THE HISTORY OF THE WEST & CHRISTIANITY—or China & Buddhism/Confucianism for that matter; the rules of political struggle for power are often the same regardless of the setting}.  Shortly after Muhammad’s death, Islam split into its two major branches, the Sunni and Shia (or Shiite).  The split was over who was the rightful heir of Muhammad, who was the true Caliph (successor) {the term, which means simply “successor,” eventually came to designate the religious and political leader of the Islamic community}, and there were rival claims to that position.  The conflict was heightened by the fact that Muhammad had no sons and because the Qur’an itself has no instructions on how a successor to the Prophet should be chosen (or even, for that matter, whether or not one was even necessary!)  The dispute over the succession to Muhammad reflected a power struggle among the early Islamic community between three factions: 

1. A Meccan/Quraysh faction that had rejected Muhammad’s message at first and were “won over” only after he besieged the city with 10,000 men in 632.  They were determined to return to preeminence by promoting one of their own as successor. 
2. There was an “Arab traditionalist” faction that believed, in accordance with age-old practices, that the successor should come from Muhammad’s family line; they promoted Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, husband to Muhammad’s daughter Fatima. 
3. And there was a third prominent faction that initially won out—a Medina/“Old Muslim” faction—those who had been with Muhammad from very early on during the early Meccan phase and then the Medina stages of his life. Most had participated in the Hegira (the migration from Mecca to Medina in 622), and they were the oldest veterans of the Islamic movement and the closest followers of Muhammad.  This group preempted the other factions by naming one of their own, Abu Bakr, as the first Caliph (the new head of the Muslim community, or umma) after Muhammad.  

All factions initially accepted Abu Bakr as Caliph, but this initial dispute had sown the seeds of future conflict.  The first four Caliphs, Abu Bakr (632-34), Umar (634-644), Uthman (644-656), and Ali (656-661), are revered in (Sunni) Islam as the Rashidan (rightly-guided) Caliphs because of their closeness to the Prophet Muhammad—they knew him while he was still alive—and they (along with others who knew Muhammad when he was alive) are attributed an important role in the compilation of the Qur’an and the Hadiths, a book of Muslim customs based on Muhammad’s actions and life.  Two of the four were assassinated, and their reigns were filled with political conflict and turmoil, but these four “companions of the prophet” are seen as playing a key role in the early spread of Islam.  {The rise of the Islamic Empire began especially with the reign of Caliph Umar, who directed raids on trade caravans into the Byzantine-Persian corridor, thereby sparking the spread of Islam through conquest toward the East}.

The conflict inherent in the replacement of Muhammad returned to the surface in 656, when Uthman, the third Caliph, was assassinated by a mutinous Arab tribe while he was in prayer.  Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law (husband to Muhammad’s daughter Fatima and the second person—after Muhammad’s first wife Khadijah—to ever convert to Islam) was chosen as successor to Uthman, but his appointment was protested by several people:  
· The Prophet Muhammad’s wife Aisha, who was also daughter of Abu Bakr, accused Ali of being lax in bringing Uthman’s killers to justice.  Ali’s army defeated forces loyal to Aisha at the Battle of the Camel in 656; she apologized to Ali and was allowed to return to her home in Medina where she withdrew from public life.  
· Another (more powerful) opponent of Ali was Muawiyah {PRONOUNCED: Mao-wee-yaw}, the ruler of Syria at the time and a member of the murdered Uthman’s clan (he was Uthman’s cousin).  He too was upset that Ali wasn’t doing enough to bring Uthman’s killers to justice.  After losing a Battle to Muawiyah’s forces, Ali was assassinated in 661 (by one of his supporters ironically) and Muawiyah laid claim to the Caliphate; this is the act that eventually led to the split between Shias and Sunnis in Islam*:
· Sunnis are the majority of Muslims who accepted Ali’s rival Muawiyah as the new Caliph and trace the line of successors through him.  Today Sunnis make up a total of about 65% of the total Islamic population, and are the dominant group everywhere except Iran, Azerbaijan, Southern Iraq, and part of Lebanon.  The Sunni sect reveres the first four or Rashidan caliphs, but acknowledge the caliphs as mortal beings with no divine powers.  The term Sunni derives from sunnah, “tradition”/“custom.”
· Shias, the minority group, maintain that with the exception of Ali and his descendants, all of the caliphs were usurpers.  The Shias put far more emphasis than do the Sunnis on the divine function and nature of Muhammad and his successors.  The term Shia means “Ali’s party” or “Ali’s faction.”  For Shias, the murder of Ali was an unforgivable sin, and they trace the lineage of Muhammad’s successors through Ali’s line.  Ali’s elder son Hassan accepted a pension from Muawiyah rather than fight for his claim to the caliphate; Hassan died within a year, allegedly poisoned.  Ali’s younger son Hussein agreed to put his claim to the caliphate on hold until Muawiyah’s death.  However, when Muawiya died in 680, his son Yazid usurped the caliphate.  Ali’s youngest (and only surviving) son Hussein led an army against Yazid but, hopelessly outnumbered, he and his men were slaughtered at the Battle of Karbala in October 680 (in modern day Iraq; the tragic death of Hussein gives Shia Islam a strong sense of martyrdom and suffering.  It is the basis for the main Shia religious observance Ashura, when each evening over a period of ten days the Shias commemorate the Battle of Karbala with a wailing Imam whipping the congregation up into a frenzy of tears and chest beating).  Hussein’s infant son, Ali, survived so the line continued.  Because they trace their leaders to the Prophet Muhammad, the Shia refer to themselves as “People of the House.”  They believe that the first three Caliphs or successors to Muhammad were usurpers (show map of Iraq & POINT OUT Karbala).  The head of Shiism is called an Imam.  Shias believe that Muhammad was granted divine inspiration that he in turn transmitted to Ali and his descendants so that the Imams are divinely inspired, which differentiates them from the Sunni.  While this sect of Islam is further subdivided into different sects, the majority believes that there were twelve Imams including Ali.  The twelfth imam (also named Muhammad) ruled in the 9th century, but mysteriously disappeared, and a majority of Shias believe that he will one day return and bring justice to the earthly realm.  These belong to a sect or movement within Shia Islam known as the “Twelvers.”  Shias comprise about 25-30% (show map) of the world’s total Muslim population.  Questions/comments?

If you notice though, Iran really stands out on this map as the one country that is predominantly—almost entirely—Shia.  This is in large part because, as the Turkish Ottoman Empire spread throughout the Islamic world in the 15th-17th centuries, it did not conquer and absorb Persia/Iran.  Instead, Persia became the center of another, rival Islamic Empire, the Safavid Empire (show map—this shows the Safavid Empire in relation to the Ottoman Empire ~1600) founded by Ismail, who was of Kurdish origin.  By far the most important legacy of Ismail’s rule (along with founding the Safavid Empire and its first dynasty) was that he adopted Shia Islam as the official state religion in 1501 and made conversion compulsory for inhabitants (he dissolved Sunni brotherhoods and ordered the executions of all who refused to accept Shiism).  He sent out a royal decree that people should curse the first three Caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar, and Uthman, threatening to chop off the heads of anyone who hindered this!  We don’t know exactly why Ismail so strongly supported Shiism, but there are several theories: 

· One theory is that the region was already predominantly Shia before Ismail took over and thus that he converted to the Shia branch of Islam to facilitate his rule.  

· Another theory is that Ismail was greatly influenced by a local Shia ruler in his youth, and this is the reason he converted and forced the inhabitants to convert with him.

· A third theory is that he looked around him, saw that he was surrounded by the predominantly Sunni Ottoman Empire to his Northwest and the predominantly Sunni Moghul Empire to his East in South Asia (the Indian Subcontinent), and decided to convert his realm to Shiism out of spite—just to be different, and as an expression of Persian nationalism.

Again, we don’t know exactly why Ismail made this decision, and it could be a combination of these different factors, but it would prove to be a lasting and very, very important decision indeed that has made Iran the only predominantly Shia country in the world today.  Questions/comments?

{NOTE: in the long history of struggle between the Sunni Ottoman and the Shia Safavid Empires, Baghdad and Southeastern Iran changes hands a couple of times (show map), which largely accounts for the strong Shia presence in that region of modern-day Iraq}.
Saudi Arabia & Wahhabism
Meanwhile, in Saudi Arabia most people are Sunni Muslims who follow the Wahhabi sect of Islam (~90%).  One of the most important figures in modern Saudi history is Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703-1792).  Beginning in the 1730s he founded a movement within Islam that had a profound impact on the history of modern Saudi Arabia and the Islamic world.  He labeled Sufism, a mystical, missionary branch of Islam that venerated saints, as a form of polytheism contrary to the teachings of the Qur’an and branded the Sufis heretics.  In particular he objected to the Sufi practice of anointing saints who then became the focus of worship at a local level.  This was common among South Asian Muslims in particular, but there were examples among Sufis in the Arab world too.  He promoted a very strict interpretation of the Qur’an as the only possible basis of religious thought and daily life.  
Wahhab’s teachings attracted the attention and support of a local chieftain from Najd, Muhammad ibn Saud.  The combination of Wahhab’s thought and Saud’s army created an expansionary force unlike anything the Arabian peninsula had seen since the days of the prophet Muhammad himself!  Inspired by Wahhab’s interpretation of Islam, Saud’s army succeeded in capturing Mecca (then under Ottoman control) in 1803, which marked the high point of Wahhabism’s early territorial expansion (show on map—the Najd region is in the very center of the peninsula).  The Ottomans quickly responded with reinforcements from Egypt to retake control of Mecca and break the military power of the Wahhabis/Saud alliance, but the reformist ideas of Abd al-Wahhab remained ingrained among the tribes of Arabia.  Also, the Saud family retreated to its local power base around Najd, where Wahhabi influence continued to thrive.

The Saud family’s influence remained strong and reemerged as the dominant political force of the peninsula in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and Wahhabism remained its religion.  The key figure in the origins of the modern Saudi Arabia is Abd al-Aziz ibn Saud (1881-1953) (show image—a tall and very imposing figure; described by one biographer as a “warrior king” out of an earlier, heroic era).  In 1902 Ibn Saud seized the city of Riyadh (the modern capital of Saudi Arabia) from the control of his rivals (Ibn Rashid) in the Najd region.  Between 1902 and 1927 he consolidated his control over most of the peninsula, including Medina and Mecca in 1924-5, a conquest that was of course of great significance in religious and symbolic terms but also for economic reasons, since control over the pilgrimage gave the emerging Saudi ruler a new and significant source of income), and proclaimed it the independent Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932.  The original alliance between the Saudi royal family and Wahhabism has been maintained; Wahhabism is thus one of the most well-funded sects of Islam and, not surprisingly, it is also the fastest growing sect within Sunni Islam.  It is also, unfortunately, associated with some of the most extreme elements of Islam, including none other than the infamous one himself (show image), Osama bin Laden.
{TIME?: Shias had until recently been widely perceived as the more radical sect within Islam, mainly because they are the majority within Iran and also parts of Lebanon, i.e. with the Hezbollah—but now Osama bin Laden, a member of the Sunni Wahabbi movement, has sort of called that notion into question!}  

Next time I would like to explore the legacy of the Crusades as well as the role and position of women in Islam. 
*At the Battle of Suffin Muawiyah’s soldiers stuck verses of the Quran onto the ends of their spears with the result that Ali’s pious supporters refused to fight them.  Ali was forced to seek a compromise with Muawiyah, but this so shocked some of his die-hard supporters who regarded it as a betrayal that he was struck down by one of his own men in 661.
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