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REL 532: Introduction to Shí’í Islam  

Dates: Jan. 28 – Apr. 7, 2021 
Faculty: Moojan Momen (see bio at end) 

Course Description  

This course focuses on Shi`i Islam, and in particular on the Ithna-`Ashariyyih (or Twelver) school of Shi`i Islam, to 
which belong the vast majority of Shi`is today. It looks at the history of this religious group and its distinctive 
teachings. In particular it looks at the causes of the splitting of Shi`ism from the main body of Islam, the history 
and doctrine of the Imamate, the Twelfth Imam, and the developments in Shi`ism leading up to the present day. 
Optionally, it provides, for those who want to know, information about the relationships between the Bahá’í Faith 
and Iranian Shi’ism from which it sprang. 

Learning Objectives 

Students completing this course should be able to:   

1. Compare the beliefs that caused the split between Shi`ism and Sunni Islam. 
2. Explain the history of Shi`i Islam and the reasons for the antagonism of some Shi`is towards Sunnis.  
3. Articulate the ethos of Shi`i Islam  
4. Contrast the basic positions of some of the sectarian divisions within Shi`i Islam and describe the struggle 

for the soul of Shi`ism 
5. Analyze the religious basis of the Islamic Revolution of 1979 and the events after that. 

Course Expectations  

This course is divided into one-week sessions (except the first and last) beginning with an orientation unit and 
ending with a unit for review and summary. All units include video presentations, readings, and online discussion 
among course participants. The course has been structured so that it typically requires an estimated 6 hours per 
week of readings and graded discussion (via forums), some live and recorded Zoom webinars, and a graded 
weekly essay. A final project or paper is required. 
 
Master’s degree students are expected to complete at least two postings in the graded discussion form of each 
unit, one of which should be substantive, and a 500 to 750-word (2-3 page) graded essay each unit. The final 
project is a research paper of at least 15 pages (exclusive of bibliography) or equivalent. The work should reflect: 

1. Students utilize a variety of analytical concepts and hermeneutic methods from the humanities and social 
sciences to describe, evaluate, and dialogue with the topic. 

2. Students will convey their learning through writing for various purposes and audiences such as academic 
papers, public opinion pieces, journals, and informal essays, as well as digital media, and through oral 
and visual communication, such as formal presentation, collaborative learning, digital media, and class 
discussion. 

3. In their engagement with the topic, students will develop their sense of social responsibility and their 
ability to navigate the complexities of our global, multicultural societies. 

 
The sections that are labelled as being Baha'i-related are optional for Master's degree students. Additional 
requirements may be requested by the credit-granting institution. 

http://www.wilmetteinstitute.org/
mailto:rstockman@wilmetteinstitute.org
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Course Readings 

The primary textbook for the course is Moojan Momen, Introduction to Shí’í Islam (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 
1985), ISBN 978-0300035315 (paperback), $30 ($23.57 through Amazon). Used copies are available from 
Amazon as low as $8.50. Each unit also has a collection of readings, either pdfs or web links, and videos. 

Course Discussion 

Your instructor will periodically review your progress in the course and be available to discuss things with you. 
The following guidelines will help you gain maximum benefit from your participation in the course and will 
contribute toward a rich and rewarding experience through dialogue with others. 

 Complete the readings and activities for each unit. Afterwards, your first posting in the discussion area 
should make reference to the readings and activities in such a way that your instructor can tell you read 
the material and engaged in the activities.  

 Post at least 2 message replies in the discussion area for each unit/session. Each post should contain 
substantive comments (i.e., a comment like “oh, that’s interesting” is NOT substantive).  

 Choose at least 2 different days each session when you will participate in the discussions. We suggest 
posting at least once within the first few days of the session, with your second post at least two days 
before the next session begins. By contributing more than one post on different days, you will help the 
group develop rich ongoing discussions.  

 If you post on time (i.e., within the time period of each unit on the course schedule), others will be able to 
read and respond to your post.  

Keep a course journal to help you track your ideas as you work on your final project. 

Preparatory Tasks 

1. Read about the Technology Requirements of the course, the Technical Assistance we can provide, and 
our ability to Accommodate Disabilities.  

2. Update your personal profile (see instructions in section 4 of the Course Software Tutorial).  
3. Tour the course website to get better acquainted with the elements of a course: 

a. Open and glance through a few of the Unit pages, including the readings and discussion forum.  
b. Look at the items in the sidebars (columns), especially Local Study Groups and Resources.  
c. Take a look at the other elements on the course site, especially the instructions in the Reflection 

and Application Unit, as this will influence your Personal Learning Plan.  
4. Read through the Frequently Asked Questions about our Moodle course management system. 

Course Schedule 

Unit 1 Introduction  Jan. 28-31 

In this unit, you will review the unit topics and dates, learn how to use Moodle (our course management system), 
set up your user profile, begin developing a personal learning plan, and learn how to post and reply in the 
discussion forums. Learners seeking university credit through their own university or an external agency will be 
required to design a personal learning plan to meet external standards, including active and ongoing participation 
in the course discussion forums, readings, assigned activities, and completion of a 15 to 20 page research paper 
or a project of equivalent complexity. 

Readings 
 

1. Momen, Moojan; Preface of Introduction to Shi`i Islam (xiii-xix) 

2. Momen, Moojan; Brief survey of Twelver Shi`i Islam (6 pages) 

3. Wikipedia article on Shia Islam (overview) 

Video 
 
Introductory lecture from Moojan Momen 
 
 

https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/draftfile.php/10768/user/draft/539425428/Momen%2C%20Moojan%3B%20Brief%20survey%20of%20Twelver%20Shii%20Islam.pdf
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Shia_Islam
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Students who are not familiar with Islam should read Chapter 1 of the textbook and other sources of background, 
such as the Wikipedia article on Islam. 
 
Unit 2 The Death of the Prophet Muhammad and the Forty Year Period After Feb. 1-7 

Introduction 

This unit begins the course by a brief survey of the life of the Prophet Muhammad and the basics of Islam. This is 
followed by a more detailed look at those events which Shi`is regard as the foundation of their claim that `Ali was 
the rightful successor of the Prophet Muhammad. 

Readings 

1. Momen, Moojan; "The Question of the Succession of the Prophet Muhammad from Shi`i Islam: A 
Beginner’s Guide (Oxford: Oneworld, 2016) 

2. Momen, Moojan; Chapter 1 of Introduction to Shi`i Islam as a basic summary of the life of Muhammad 
3. Momen, Moojan; Chapter 2 of Introduction to Shi`i Islam for an understanding of the events that occurred 

at the death of Muhammad and why Shi`is think that `Ali was the rightful successor to Muhammad. 
4. Two Sermons from the Nahj al-Balagha: this will give you a good idea of `Ali 's  feelings about being 

deprived of what he considered his rightful position as leader of Islam and how he saw his opponents. 

Discussion 

1. How, according to Shi`is, was `Ali deprived of the leadership of the Islamic community by Abu Bakr and 
`Umar? 

2. How would you summarize the basis of the claim of `Ali to leadership of the Islamic community after the 
death of Muhammad? 

Optional Resources 

1. Read more of the sermons of Imam `Ali at Nahj al-Balaghah  

Video 
 
Dua Kumayl (Transliteration, English, Arabic) – A prayer by the Imam `Ali that is highly regarded by many Shi`is. 
https://youtu.be/pxZiYjxVDLA 
 
 
Unit 3 The Imams: History  Feb. 8- 14 

Introduction 

This unit covers the history of the individual Imams down to the disappearance of the Twelfth Imam. 

Readings 

1. A summary of the material for this Unit about the Imams and Imanate 
2. Momen, Moojan; Chapter 3 of Introduction to Shi`i Islam: pp. 23-45 only. This presents the history of the 

period of the Imams from the viewpoint of traditional Shi`i scholarship. 
3. Momen, Moojan; Chapter 4 of Introduction to Shi`i Islam. This presents the history of the period of the 

Imams from the viewpoint of academic scholarship. 
4. A chart of the Twelve Imams from Wikipedia. 

 

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Islam
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/90348/mod_page/content/29/Momen%20The%20Question%20of%20the%20Succession%20to%20the%20Prophet%20Muhammad.pdf
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/90348/mod_page/content/29/Two%20Sermons%20from%20the%20%20Nahj%20al-Balagha2.pdf
http://www.al-islam.org/nahj/
https://youtu.be/pxZiYjxVDLA
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/74999/mod_page/content/33/Imams%20and%20Imamate.doc
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/74999/mod_page/content/33/Imman%20and%20the%20Imanate%20Momen.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Twelve_Imams
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Optional Resources 

1. Read some of the prayers of the fourth Imam, `Ali Zaynu'l-`Abidin, in the collection known as the Sahifah 
Sajadiyyah 

2. During the early days of Islamic history, probably the majority of Shi`is were people whom orthodox 
Twelver Shi`is of today would regard as extremists (ghulat) – in the sense that their beliefs were outside 
what was considered orthodox beliefs.  As an introduction to what may be called Gnostic Shi`ism, read 
the translation of a sermon of the Imam `Ali called the Khutbah Tutunjiyyah by Khazeh Fananapazir. 

Discussion 

1. In what way does the history of the first 250 years of Islam according to traditional Shi`i scholarship differ 
from that of academic scholarship? 

2. Why do you think this difference has occurred? 
3. How does the history of what happened to the Imams affect the ethos of Shi`i Islam? 
4. What statements in the Khutbah Tutunjiyyah do you think are regarded by Twelver Shi`is as being 

“extremist” (to answer this question you need to read the Supplemental Resources no. 2 above).  

Video 

1. Iran: Theatrical performance - Ta`ziyeh of `Ali Akbar - Imam Husayn mourns the killing of his infant son 
`Ali Akbar. Following the conventions of the Ta`ziyeh, Imam Husayn is in green and sings while his 
enemies are in red and black and speak. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hszWRhdUL04&NR=1 

 
Unit 4      Doctrines Feb. 15-21 

Introduction 
We do not have time to look in detail at all of the doctrines of Shi`i Islam. In fact most of these doctrines are very 
similar to those of Sunni Islam. We will therefore focus on two of the doctrines that are distinctive to Shi`i Islam: 
the Imamate and the Twelfth Imam.  

The Imamate is the main doctrine that separates Shi`is from Sunnis. The Sunnis held to a caliphate which was 
largely political and soon became a dynasty of hereditary kings. The Shi`is held to a spiritual leadership conferred 
by a Divine mandate.  

This unit also covers the doctrine of the Twelfth Imam, who is said to have disappeared or become occulted in 
A.D. 874 (A.H. 260). This began the period of the Lesser Occultation. Until A.D. 940 (A.H. 329), there were a 
series of four individuals who claimed to be intermediaries between the Shi`i and the Hidden Twelfth Imam. Then 
in that year, the last of the intermediaries died, announcing that there would be no more intermediaries until the 
Twelfth Imam would himself return. This began the Greater Occultation. The Hidden Imam thus became the 
Awaited Imam (al-Imám al-Muntazir). 

Lecture 
Introduction to Shi'i Islam Unit 4: Wali, Mawla, Walayah, Awliya with Moojan Momen 
https://youtu.be/FWf1wq9mCdk 

Readings 

1. Momen, Moojan; An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, Chapters 7: The Imamate (14 pages) 
2. Momen, Moojan; An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, Chapter 8: The Twelfth Imam, His Occultation and Return 

(11 pages) 
3. Encyclopædia Iranica;  Shi`ite Doctrine 
4. Encyclopædia Iranica; The Concept of Mahdi in Twelver Shi'ism 

 

http://www.al-islam.org/sahifa/kamila.html
http://www.al-islam.org/sahifa/kamila.html
https://bahai-library.com/fananapazir_khutbih_tutunjiyyih
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hszWRhdUL04&NR=1
https://youtu.be/FWf1wq9mCdk
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/shiite-doctrine
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/islam-in-iran-vii-the-concept-of-mahdi-in-twelver-shiism
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Videos 

1. Recitation and text of The Tablet of Visitation from Imam Muhammad al-Baqir for Imam Husayn. Tablets 
of Visitation are passages from the writings of the Imams which are intended to be recited when visiting 
the tombs of the Imams or their descendants https://youtu.be/cNeOEBsLu4w 

2. Dua Ahd (Prayer of Allegiance) [Mohsen Farahmand] https://youtu.be/EgyigmWYYZc 
3. Read the Prayer of Nudbah, or listen to it (rather long - 26 minutes). It is a Prayer of Lamentation 

attributed to the sixth Imam, Ja`far al-Sadiq. It alludes to the Prophets who came before Muhammad, then 
to Muhammad himself. It recounts the story of Imam `Ali and is also about Imam Husayn. The web-page 
has first a verse translation and then a prose translation of this prayer.  Scroll down the page to see a 
selection of translations. https://youtu.be/gikLEbHJN8k 

Discussion 

1. How would you summarize the station of the Imams according to Shi`i Islam? 
2. Much of the doctrine of the Imams is built on the metaphorical interpretation of the Qur'an. Give some 

examples of this.    
3. How would you describe the Shi`i doctrine of the Twelfth Imam? 

Baha'i-related Material 

Readings 

1. Tablet of Visitation for Imám Husayn by Bahá'u'lláh translated by Khazeh Fananapazir. edited by Mehdi 
Wolf. 2002 originally revealed as "Lawh-i-Zíyárat-Namih-i-Imám Husayn". first written or published 1891 

2. Eschraghi, Armin; Promised One (mawʿūd) or Imaginary One (mawhūm)? Some notes on Twelver Shi’ite 
Mahdi doctrine and its discussion in Writings of Bahā’ullāh. 

3. Fananapazir, Khazeh; The Bahá'í Position on the Twelfth Imam (please note that this is taken from e-mail 
postings and is not a polished piece of writing).  

Bahá'u'lláh quotes from the Prayer of Nudbah (see above) in Kitab-i-Iqan, p. 35 (see below), the quote is about 
halfway through the prayer.  Parts of this prayer seem to parallel the Fire Tablet. (Note: Although in the footnote in 
the Kitab-i-Iqan it says this prayer is attributed to the Twelfth Imam, it is actually attributed to the Sixth Imam 
Ja`far as-Sadiq). 

Discussion 

1. Much of the doctrine of the Imams is built on the metaphorical interpretation of the Qur'an. How would you 
compare this with the metaphorical and spiritual interpretations of the scriptures that Bahá'u'lláh provides 
in the Kitab-i-Iqan? 

2. How would you compare the Tablet of Visitation for Imam Husayn by Bahá'u'lláh with the Tablet used by 
Shi`is? 

3. How does the Bahá'í position on the Twelfth Imam differ from that of Shi`i Muslims? 
 

 
Unit 5 Other Approaches to Shí’í Islam Feb. 22-28 

Introduction 

While today the vast majority of Shi`is follow the Usuli school of Twelver Shi`ism, there are other sects in Shi`ism 
and other ways of being a Shi`i than the legalistic norms of the Usuli school.  In this section, we look at some of 
the sectarian developments in Shi`ism, some of the important developments in approaches to Shi`ism, such as 
Sufism, Mystical Philosophy, and some of the Schools in Twelver Sh‘ism, such as the Akhbari School and the 
Shaykhi School.  

Lecture 

https://youtu.be/cNeOEBsLu4w
https://youtu.be/EgyigmWYYZc
https://youtu.be/gikLEbHJN8k
https://bahai-library.com/bahaullah_fananapazir_visitation_husayn
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/75001/mod_page/content/33/Promised%20One_Armin%20Eschraghi.pdf
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/75001/mod_page/content/33/The_Bahai_position_on_the_Twelfth_Imam-Khazeh_Fananapazir.pdf?time=1608687219037
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Introduction to Shi'i Islam: Unit 5- Course Video, Moojan Momen https://youtu.be/7bkul2LQRc0 

Readings 

1. Momen, Moojan; Shi'i Islam: A Beginner’s Guide, “Alternative Shi`i Communities” For an outline of the 
various sects of Shi'i Islam that exist today. (13 pages) 

2. Momen, Moojan:  Introduction to Shi'i Islam, Chapter 11 "Sufism Irfan and Hikma" (12 pages) For different 
approaches to being a Shi`i. 

3. Momen, Moojan: Introduction to Shi'i Islam, Chapter 12: "Schools Within Twelver Shi'ism" (13 pages) 
4. Momen, Moojan: “The Struggle for the Soul of Twelver Shi'ism in Qajar Iran.” For a survey of the struggle 

among the different ways of being Shi'i (25 pages) 

Optional Resources 

The Information in this chapter can be supplemented by reading the following articles from Encyclopædia Iranica 

1. Isfahan School of Philosophy 
2. Akbariya (Akhbari school) 
3. Shaykhism 
4. Momen, Moojan:  Introduction to Shi'i Islam, Chapter 3: "The Lives of the Early Imams and Early Divisions 

among the Shi'is." pp. 45-60 (15 pages) For information about some of the Shi'i sects that no longer 
exist.  

5. Lawson, Todd; "Akhbari Shi'i Approaches to Tafsir"  

Videos 

1. The Ismaili Muslims: A History of Persecution and Pluralism https://youtu.be/Mtj2RcscuPc 
2. The Aga Khani Isma`ili Shi`is believe in a continuing line of Imams down to the present day. This is a 

video of the celebration in India of the Diamond Jubilee of the current Imam, Aga Khan IV  
https://youtu.be/2xe6tbrwcUU 

3. Introduction to Zaydi Islam (today the main population of Zaydis is in Yemen). Watch this video from time 
13:47 onwards to 21:37 https://youtu.be/ezhbvfCduDM 

4. Introduction to Alawi Islam (today the main population of Alawis is in north-west Syria): 
https://youtu.be/ZXA6DpInIRc 

Discussion 

1. Create a list of the main sectarian divisions in Shi`ism and the points at which these sects divided off.  
2. How did Shi`ism develop its own distinctive form of mystical philosophy? 
3. Describe the difference between the Akhbari School and the Usuli School 
4. Describe the differences between the Shaykhi School and the Usuli School.  
5. Describe the struggle for the soul of Twelver Shi`ism. 

Baha'i-related Material 

1. For those interested in the Bahá'í perspective: In what way did these forms of mystical philosophy act as 
precursors to the Bábí and Bahá'í Faiths? 
 

 
Unit 6 Shi'i Islam in the Medieval Period, 875 to 1500 Mar. 1-7 

Introduction 

In this section we are looking at historical developments in Shi`ism from the time of the Occultation of the Twelfth 
Imam to the beginning of the 16th century. This was the period during which there were some small Shi`i states, 
but none of these practiced the form of Twelver Shi`ism that would be recognizable by the majority of Shi`is today. 

https://youtu.be/7bkul2LQRc0
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/draftfile.php/10768/user/draft/179413479/Momen%20Alternative%20Shii%20Communities.pdf
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/draftfile.php/10768/user/draft/179413479/Momen%20Alternative%20Shii%20Communities.pdf
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/draftfile.php/10768/user/draft/179413479/The%20Struggle%20for%20the%20Soul%20of%20Twelver%20Shi%CA%BFism%20in%20Qajar%20Iran.pdf
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/draftfile.php/10768/user/draft/179413479/The%20Struggle%20for%20the%20Soul%20of%20Twelver%20Shi%CA%BFism%20in%20Qajar%20Iran.pdf
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/isfahan-school-of-philosophy
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/akbariya
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/shaykhism
https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/75005/mod_page/content/29/Lawson_Akhbari_2006.pdf?time=1611261878820
https://fanack.com/religions-in-the-middle-east-and-north-africa/ismaili-muslims/
https://youtu.be/Mtj2RcscuPc
https://youtu.be/2xe6tbrwcUU
https://youtu.be/ezhbvfCduDM
https://youtu.be/ZXA6DpInIRc
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During the early part of this period, the majority of Shi`is were of the group that today is called Zaydi Shi`ism. 
Later the Isma`ili sect of Shi`is was the predominate sect. The Twelver Shi`ism of today was at this time a minority 
of Shi`is, often persecuted.   

Readings  

1. Momen, Moojan; Introduction to Shi'i Islam; Chapter 8, (The Twelfth Imam, His Occultation and Return" 
pp 161-165 (4 pages) 

2. Momen, Moojan; Introduction to Shi'i Islam; Chapter 5: "Shi'i Islam in the Medieval Period AD 1000-1500" 
(20 pages) 

3. Encyclopædia Iranica Early History of Islam in Iran. Read in particular the section "Shi`ism in Iran in the 
Medieval Period. 

4. Encyclopædia Iranica; Islam in Iran during the Mongol and Timurid Periods 

Discussion  

1. Describe and discuss the political developments in Shi'i Islam during this period.  
2. Discuss the religious developments in Shi'ism during this time.  

Unit 7 Shi’i Islam in Modern Times, 1500-1900 Mar. 8-14 

Introduction 

An important development in the history of Shi`i Islam occurred in 1501, the Safavids established their rule over 
the north-west of Iran and soon afterwards over the rest of Iran). They established Twelver Shi`i Islam as the 
religion of their state and, over the next century, the majority of Iranians became Shi`is. In this unit, we will look at 
how Shi`ism was established and at the political and religious developments from the 16th to the beginning of the 
20th Century.  

Readings  

1. Momen, Moojan; Introduction to Shi`i Islam, Chapter 6: "Shi'i Islam in Modern Times AD 1500-1900" (42 
pages) 

2. The information in this chapter can be supplemented by reading the following articles from Encyclopædia 
Iranica 

1. Safavid Dynasty  
2. Islam in Iran since the Safavids 

Discussion 

1. In what way did the Safavids change as they evolved from a Sufi Order into the rulers of Iran? 
2. How did the Safavids establish Shi`ism in Iran? 
3. What factors led to the downfall of the Safavid Empire? 
4. Give an account of the events of the 18th century in Iran. 
5. What were the religious aspects of the confrontation between Iran and the Ottoman Empire during from 

the 16th Century to the 19th Century? 
6. Describe the relations between the Shi`i clerics and the Qajar state. 

Baha'i-related Material 

Readings 

1. Rafati, Vahid; "The development of Shaykhí thought in Shí‘í Islam" Chapters 6 and 7.  

2. Lawson, Todd; "Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa'i and the World of Images" This paper helps one to understand, 
firstly the link between Shaykh Ahmad and the previous tradition of mystical philosophy in Iran and 

https://iranicaonline.org/articles/iran-ix2-islam-in-iran
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/iran-ix22-mongol-and-timurid-periods
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/safavids
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/iran-ix23-shiism-in-iran-since-the-safavids
https://bahai-library.com/pdf/r/rafati_development_shaykhi_thought.pdf
https://bahai-library.com/lawson_shaykh-ahmad_world_images
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secondly, the way that Shaykh Ahmad uses the concept of the World of Images to suggest a non-literal 
interpretation for such doctrines as the return of the Twelfth Imam and bodily resurrection - thereby 
preparing the way for the Báb.  

Discussion 

1. In what ways did the Shaykhi School prepare the way for the Bábí and Bahá'í Faiths?  

Unit 8 Ritual, Jurisprudence, and Religious Hierarchy Mar. 15-21 

Introduction 
In this section we are looking at the ritual elements in Twelver Shi`i Islam as well as its religious professionals. 
The Twelver Islam of the Usuli school to which most Shi`is belong has the Holy Law (Shari`ah) as its focus. The 
religious professionals are those who interpret and adjudicate this law.  

Readings  

1. Momen, Moojan; Introduction to Shi`i Islam; Chapter 9: "Doctrines, Ritual Practices,  and Social 
Transactions" (12 pages) 

2. Momen, Moojan; Introduction to Shi`i Islam; Chapter 10: "Shi'i Jurisprudence and Religious Hierarchy" 
(24 pages) 

Video 

1. The Development of Shi'i Theology and Jurisprudence from its beginning to the present day: 
a. From 0:00 to 19:54 deals with the period of the Imams;  

From 19:54 to 43:50 deals with the period up to the end of the Buyids (Unit 5); 
From 43:50 to 47:20 deals with the developments during the Seljuk period – especially the school 
of al-Hilla (Unit 5); 
From 47:20 to 53:00 deals with the split between the Usulis and the Akhbaris which occurred in 
the Safavid period (Unit 6) ; 
From 53:00 to the end deals with the triumph of the Usuli school under Vahid Bihbihani at the end 
of the 18th century (Unit 6); https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5bl00E-Zhi8  

2. Differences between Sunni and Shi'i performance of Ritual Prayer (Salat or Namaz)  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BCn9yQ89M1s  

Discussion  

1. Give an account of how Shi`i Theology and Jurisprudence developed from the time of the Imams to the 
start of the Safavid Era (1500) 

2. Give an account of the development of Shi`i Jurisprudence from the start of the Safavid period (1500) to 
the present day.  

3. What elements did Shi`i jurisprudence borrow from Sunni Islam? 
4. What elements of Shi`i ritual differ from Sunni ritual.  

 
Unit 9 Popular Religion Mar. 22-28 

Introduction 
In this section we are looking at the lived religion of Shi`i Islam – what can be called the people’s religion. As with 
most religions, the religion as practiced by people is often different from the religion as preached by their religious 
leaders. The people’s religion contain elements (especially practices showing a lot of emotion) that are often 
frowned on or discouraged by the religious leaders.   

Readings  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5bl00E-Zhi8 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BCn9yQ89M1s 
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1. Momen, Moojan; Introduction to Shi`i Islam; Chapter 13: "The Popular Religion" (13 pages) 
2. Momen, Moojan; Women in Shi'ism (5 pages) 

Video 

Watch the following You Tube videos of Muharram commemorations (of the Martyrdom of Imam Husayn): 

1. From India, chest-beating (chest beating) 
2. From Iran, song and chest-beating (song and chest-beating) 
3. See also the theatrical performance (ta`ziyih) or passion play depicting the Imam Husayn mourning the 

killing of his infant son  `Ali Akbar in Unit 3. There are cycles of these passion plays telling the story not 
only of the events leading up to the martyrdom of the Imam Husayn but also stories of other Imams and 
even of other prophets; see for example this clip from the story of the Prophet Joseph in which Joseph's 
brothers, thinking they had disposed of Joseph by putting him down a well, return to their father with his 
shirt stained with blood and tell him that Joseph is dead. Note how the brothers mockingly perform 
actions from the mourning processions for Imam Husyan as they return to their father: 
https://www.aparat.com/v/7nJP5/87_تعزیه_گرگ_دادن_شهادت_و_یوسف_برادران_طنز_کمدی  

Discussion  

1. Describe Shi`i popular religious practices. 
2. What effect do you think these religious practices have on the ethos of the Shi`i community? 
3. Discuss the role and position of women in Shi`i Islam. 

 
Unit 10 Contemporary Shi'ism (1900-present) Mar. 29-Apr. 4 

Introduction 
In this section we are looking at the developments in Shi`ism since 1900. This includes the impact of modern 
thought on the religion, developments in the religious leadership and the impact of the modern state. The religious 
developments leading up to the Islamic Revolution of 1979 and after are also considered.  

Readings 

1. Momen, Moojan; Introduction to Shi`i Islam; Chapter 14: "Contemporary Shi'ism" (50 pages) 
2. Iran: Religious Elements of the 1979 Islamic Revolution by the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and 

World Affairs at Georgetown University. (20 pages) 
3. Islamic Political Movements in the Twentieth Century: Encyclopaedia Iranica Islamic Political Movements 

in 20th Century Iran   

Video 
 

1. Please watch the three videos feature in this article: Parvaz, D.; Iran 1979: the Islamic revolution that 
shook the world from aljazeera.com 

2. The 1979 Iran Revolution: How It Happened www.youtube.com/watch?v=6n9LzdCrmTY 

 
 
Discussion 
 

1. Describe the interaction of religion and politics in Iran during the period 1900-1963? 

2. What factors led to the 1979 Revolution being a religious one rather than a political one?  

3. How did Khomeini use religion to gain political leadership of the revolution?  

 
 

https://courses.wilmetteinstitute.org/pluginfile.php/90351/mod_page/content/34/Momen%20Women%20in%20Shiism.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mK5CZAIya38
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7fRvMHINjBE
https://www.aparat.com/v/7nJP5/%DA%A9%D9%85%D8%AF%DB%8C_%D8%B7%D9%86%D8%B2_%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86_%DB%8C%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%81_%D9%88_%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%AA_%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%86_%DA%AF%D8%B1%DA%AF_%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%B2%DB%8C%D9%87_87
https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/publications/iran-religious-elements-of-the-1979-islamic-revolution
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/islam-in-iran-xiii-islamic-political-movements-in-20th-century-iran
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/islam-in-iran-xiii-islamic-political-movements-in-20th-century-iran
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2014/2/11/iran-1979-the-islamic-revolution-that-shook-the-world
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2014/2/11/iran-1979-the-islamic-revolution-that-shook-the-world
www.youtube.com/watch?v=6n9LzdCrmTY
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Unit 11 Reflection and Application of Learning Apr. 5-7 

This unit is a time to reflect about the course and complete a learning self-assessment. For credit students, it 
is also time to submit an outline of their paper and receive approval for it before they begin to write.  

 
 Grace Period Apr. 8-May 7 

For non-credit students, this is a time to complete any outstanding work. For credit students, it is time to 
complete their final project or paper and presentation to the course. 

 
 Faculty  

Lead Faculty: Moojan Momen 

Dr. Moojan Momen was born in Iran, but was raised and educated in England, attending the 
University of Cambridge. He has a special interest in the study of Shi`i Islam and the Bahá’í 
Faith, both from the viewpoint of their history and their doctrines. In recent years, his interests 
have extended to the study of the phenomenon of religion. His principal publications in these 
fields include: Introduction to Shi`i Islam (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985); The 
Phenomenon of Religion (Oxford: OneWorld, 1999, republished as Understanding Religion, 
2008); and The Baha’i Communities of Iran (1851-1921); Vol. 1: The North of Iran (Oxford: 

George Ronald, 2015). He has contributed articles to encyclopedias such as Encyclopedia 
Iranica and Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World as well as papers to academic journals such 
as International Journal of Middle East Studies, Past and Present, Religion, Iran, and Iranian Studies. He is a 
Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society. 


