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FLORIDA INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

DEPARTMENT OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES | NEW COURSE PROPOSAL  

REL 4XXX
Shi' i Islam-History and Doctrines. 

Instructor: Saiyad Nizamuddin Ahmad 

I. COURSE JUSTIFICATION
A brief overeview of key political events events of the 20th and early 21st century point 
to the importance of a knowledge of Shi' ism for a deeper understanding of Islam in the 
modern world. These key events are the 1979 revolution in Iran, which first thrust 
Shi'ism into consderable prominence on the modern stage; the role played by Shi'i 
groups in Iraq especailly after America's toppling of Saddam; the role which Shi'ism 
played in the Lebanese civil war which resulted in the founding of the Amal milita, 
followed by Hizbullah whose signifcance became most prominent during the Israel
Lebanon War of 2006; the role played by Shi'ism in the Bahrain uprising, as well as in 
the continuing conflict in Yemen in which the grievances of Zaydi Shi'ites is the key 
factor. No existing course at FIU (or any at any US university, to the best of our 
knowledge, deals with Shi'ism in a comprehensive way. The proposed undergraduate 
course will fill a notable gap in courses on Islam in US universities which rarely do 
more than merely mention Shi'ism. Moreover, such sporadic mentions barely scratch 
the surface of the varieties of Shi'ism in the form of its three surviving schools of 

thought i usually only dealing with Twelver Shi'ism i and thus end up neglecting 

Isma'ili and Zaydi Shi'ism. This course will offer an upto date comprehensive and 
accessible introduction to Shi'ism as a wide ranging phenomeon within Islam in its 
three surviving varieties, namely Twelver, Isma'ili and Zaydi Shi'ism. To my 
knowledge no existing course in the US does this.

II. COURSE DESCRIPTION
This undergraduate course is an accessible introduction to Shi'i Islam in its three 
surviving varieties, namely Twelver, Isma'ili and Zaydi Shi'ism. It examines the 
historical roots of the divergence of Islam into Sunni and Shi' i in the context of two 
competing views of Muhammad's authority and how it was to be perpetuated after his 
death. The further development of Shi' ism is presented against the backdrop of the 
early Caliphate and the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties. The related but separate 
development of the Twelvers, Isma'ilis and Zaydis' respective intellectual traditions is 
then presented. The course concludes chapter examines Shi'ism's encounter with 
modernity.

III. COURSE OBJECTIVES
The objective of this course is to offer undergraduates a comprehensive overview of the 
history, doctrines, central religious texts, and seminal figures of Shi'i Islam in its three 
surviving varieties, namely Twelver, Isma'ili and Zaydi Shi'ism
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IV. LEARNING OUTCOMES
<;Students will be able to distinguish between Sunni and Shi' i Islam.
<;Students will be able explain the historical background of the Sunni-Shi' i schism.
<;Students will be able to explain the difference between the Sunni and Shi' i conceptions
of authority.
<;Students will be able to explain the significance of the Battle of Karbala' and the
martyrdom of Husayn for Islamic history.
<;Students will be able to distinguish between Twelver, Isma' iii, and Zaydi Shi' is.
<;Students will be able to identify the central doctrines, texts, and figures of Shi' ism.
�students will be able summarize the main challenges posed by modernity to Shi' ism.

V. MAJOR TOPICS
0. The immediate background to the present historical moment:
A brief overeview of key political events events of the 20th and early 21st century point 
to the importance of a knowledge of Shi'ism for a deeper understanding of Islam in the 
modern world. These key events are the 1979 revolution in Iran, which first thrust 
Shi' ism into consderable prominence on the modern stage; the role played by Shi' i 
groups in Iraq especailly after America's toppling of Saddam; the role which Shi' ism 
played in the Lebanese civil war which resulted in the founding of the Amal milita, 
followed by Hizbullah whose signifcance became most prominent during the Israel
Lebanon War of 2006; the role played by Shi'ism in the Bahrain uprising, as well as in 
the continuing conflict in Yemen in which the grievances of Zaydi Shi'ites is the key 
factor. 

The Burdens of History 
1. Seeds of a Divergence
Arabian tribal politics from the Jahiliyya to the Eve of Islam. Muhammad's effort to 
eradicate tribal chauvinism and privilege. 

2. The Nature of Prophetic Authority
An examination of the notions of spiritual power and temporal authority in 
Muhammad's lifetime. 

3. Muhammad: Messenger and Master
An analysis of the key primary sources which impinge upon the question of the nature 
of Muhammad's authority. 

4. Muhammad's Death: End of Prophetic Authority or Beginning of a New Cycle?
How events just prior to and immediatley following the death of Muhammad becmame 
decsive points of divergence for two competing views of the meaning of the past and 
the nature of Muhammad's authority. What became the 'Sunni' view argued that his 
death signaled the end of prophethood as well as direct prophetic authority. The 
community of Muslim believers was thenceforth invested with the duty to run its 
affairs by choosing through some mechanism of consensus a 'successor' ( caliph Ar. 
khalifa) to Muhammad who exercised full temporal authority over the Muslim 

-2-



community. What became the 'Shi'i' view argued that Muhammad explicitly appointed 
such a 'successor' (for which they usually prefer the Arabic term Imam), namely his 
cousin and son-in-law 'Ali, and that 'Ali embodied both spiritual authority and 
temporal power with the sole difference being that he did not receive any revelation 
and thereby still ending the cycle of prophecy. However, a new cycle begins with him 
which continues until the end of the world; that of the Imamate. 

5. The Sunni Caliphate from Saqifa to Karabala' (11 H - 60 H)
The events which irrevocably sealed the break between the Sunnis and the Shi'is 
culminating with the martyrdom of the Husayn son of 'Ali, grandson of Muhammad at 
Karbala', Iraq. 

6. Crystalizaton of a Distinct Party and its Further Division
The circumstances behind the divergences within Shi' ism into Twelvers, Isma' ilis and 
Zaydis. 

7. Twelvers, Isma'ilis and Zaydis: Related but Separate Doctrines and Destines
A brief overeview of the key doctrines and personalities of the three varities of Shi' ism 
as well as how the earliest strata of Shi'i doctrine is not easily classifiable into Twelver, 
Isma'ili and Zaydi 

Juristic and Philosophical Developments 

8. Twelvers
Early doctrine and Hadith. The Emergence of a distinct Twelver teaching. 
Jurisprudence and philosophy in the Twelver heritage. The Usuli-Akhbari debate. 
Jurists: al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 413 H /1022 CE), al-Sharif al-Murtada (d. 436 H/1044 
CE), Muhmmad ibn al-Hasan al-Tusi (d. 460 H /1067 CE), Shaykh Ansari (d.1281 
H/1864 CE), Akhund Khurasani (d. 1329 H /1911 CE). Philosphers: Mir Damad (d.1041 
H /1631 CE), Mulla Sadra (d. 1050 CE /1640 CE), and Fayd Kashani (d. 1091 H /1680 
CE). 

9. Isma'ilis
Early doctrine and Hadith. The Emergence of a distinct Twelver teaching. The influence
of ancient Greek Neoplatonism in Isma'ilism. Seminal figures: Qadi Nu'man (d. 363
H/974 CE), Abu Ya'qub al-Sijistani (d. circa 365 H/975 CE), Abu Hatim al-Razi (fl. 4th

century H/ 10th century CE), Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (d. circa 411 H/996 CE), and
Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (672 H/ 1274 CE).

10. Zaydis:
Early doctrine and Hadith. The Emergence of a distinct Zaydi teaching. The influence 
on Zaydism of the early Sunni rationalists known as the Mu 'tazila. 
Seminal figures: al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim (d. 246 H/860 CE), Yahya ibn al-Husayn (d. 298 
H/911 CE), known as al-Hadi il al-Haqq (Guide to the Truth). The role of Muhammad 
ibn 'Ali al-Shawkani ( d. 1250 H/1834 CE) in the formulation of Zaydi jurisprudence and 
bringing it very close to the Sunni majority; the dissenting views of Muhammad ibn 
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Salih al-Samawi (1241 H/1825 CE). 

11. Modernity and the Future of Shi'ism
The challenges posed by secularism, the nation-state, and the decline of the authority of 
religion in day-to-day life. 

4 -

TEXTBOOKS

1. Moojan Momen, An Introduction to Shi'i Islam (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1985).
2. Heinz Halm, Shi' ism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2001 ).




