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In ine rranian nevocution

JILL DIANE SWENSON

The events leading to Hussein’s martyrdom began with the division of Islam into
Sunni and Shi’ite branches upon the death of the Prophet in the seventh century
(the first century of the Muslim era). When Muhammad died in 632, his religious
community, which was also the first Islamic state, faced a constitutional crisis: How
was his successor to be chosen? One faction, the Sunnites, who derived their name
from the Arabic word meaning “tradition,” argued that a caliph should be chosen
the way Arab chiefs customarily are, through election. They were opposed by the
Sht’ites, or the “partisans of "Ali”—'Ali being the cousin and son-in-law of Mu-
hammad. The Shi’ites argued that Muhammad had been so extraordinary that his
successors should come from his bloodlines, and they thought *Ali was a perfect
man, immune from sin and error in both spiritual and temporal matters.

For a while, the dispute seemed to have been settled in favor of the Sunnites, but
when "Ali himself was assassinated after becoming the fourth caliph, trouble broke
out anew. Hassan, one of ’Ali’s two sons, was poisoned, and the other, Hussein,
was invited by the Shi’ites of Kufa (near present-day Baghdad in Iraq) to become
their leader. Hussein set out for Kufa, but spies informed his political and religious
opponent, the Sunni caliph Yazid, who sent a large military force to intercept him
on the sun-scorched plain of Kerbala.

Hussein’s small band was encircled before it could reach the Euphrates to get
needed water. Yazid’s military commander tried to force Hussein to pay homage

JILL DIANE SWENSON is a graduate student in the Committee on Human Development
at the University of Chicago.
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