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Leadership without political power 

 

 

It’s a sad reality of life. Once the bully gains the upper hand, once the dictator has 

power, many people start to believe in the propaganda that is put out. We have seen it 

in the twentieth century: how could people in the European dictatorships have been 

taken in? They had centuries of civilisation behind them. Most people just went with the 

flow. How does the just man or woman, the leader, react? What is it to live in a society 

ruled by values with which one does not agree? Does one have to accept those values? 

What about if one regards those values as wrong and indeed evil, even though they are 

dressed up to deceive and appear to be good and righteous? Is it enough to keep oneself 

free and untainted? ‘To live in the world but not to accept its values.’ There can be 

wisdom in this. But what about when one is a leader, when other people look to you for 

guidance and to set an example? What then is the correct response? 

• 

During the last terminal illness of Prophet Muhammad, his daughter Fatima brought his 

two grandsons, Hasan and Hussain, to him and asked Muhammad to give them an 

inheritance. He did not have any material wealth to leave them, but to Hasan, he said, 

‘I give you my form and my nobility.’ To Hussain, he said, ‘I give you my generosity 

and my bravery.’ The nobility of Hasan shone through the period of his life after the 

death of his father, Ali, right up until his own death. He was designated by his father to 

take over the leadership of the community. But from the outset, Mu’awiya, the governor 

of Syria, was opposed to him, as he had been opposed to his father, Ali, and wanted to 

find ways to undermine his administration. He sent out spies to keep him informed of 

Hasan’s actions and to sow dissent within the community. 

  

There was bound to be an animosity between Mu’awiya and the Ahl al-Bayt. 

Mu’awiya and his father and mother’s family had opposed Muhammad and the Muslim 

community from their base in Mecca. They had fought in the Meccan armies against 

the Muslims. Their embrace of Islam only occurred when the city of Mecca had fallen 

to the Muslims just two years before Muhammad’s death. Mu’awiya was of the same 

tribe as Uthman, the third caliph, therefore he was angry when he thought that Hasan’s 

father, Ali, had not sufficiently avenged his death. It was the Ahl al-Bayt that stood in 

the way of him establishing the Umayyad dynasty and thus entrenching his family’s 

powerbase for the future. 

  

Hasan wanted to preserve the unity of the Muslim community if possible. There were 

many people within the community who were committed to waging war with Mu’awiya 

for a whole host of reasons of their own. Some of these even attacked Hasan when he 

refused to declare an all-out battle. Struggling for political power was not Hasan’s 

primary concern. He wanted to guide the community according to the values and way 

of life laid out by the Qur’an and his grandfather Muhammad. Having political power 

could contribute to this end, but power was not the goal in itself. He knew that Mu’awiya 

was using bribery to increase his power base and to build up sufficient force to 
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overthrow Hasan when he chose. Hasan knew that even those who loudly pledged their 

support for him and their willingness to fight might well desert him if it came to battle. 

  

Rather than fight against the forces of Mu’awiya, which would mean huge loss of life 

and the shedding of much Muslim blood, Hasan decided to enter into negotiation with 

Mu’awiya. A treaty was proposed by Mu’awiya and jointly drawn up. If Mu’awiya 

would agree to this treaty, then Hasan would agree to withdraw from political power 

and public life, and to concentrate on the spiritual development of the community. The 

terms of this treaty emphasised the need for peace and security for the whole Muslim 

community. The teaching of the Qur’an and the practice of Muhammad should form the 

basis for law within the community. The practice that had been promoted by Mu’awiya 

and some of his followers of publicly cursing Hasan’s father, Ali, had to stop. Those 

people within the community who had supported Ali and Hasan were to have their rights 

respected and they were not to be persecuted. Prisoners were to be released. Mu’awiya 

agreed that he would not appoint a successor but would leave the question to be decided 

by the Muslim community. 
 

The treaty was agreed by both sides and Hasan withdrew to live quietly in Medina. 

Mu’awiya went immediately to Iraq and cynically asserted that his triumph over Hasan 

was for power over the people and not for their welfare or to promote their practice of 

Islam. He made it clear that he had no intention of upholding the terms of the treaty and 

the practice of cursing the name of Ali in public gatherings continued. Back in Medina, 

Hasan was not idle. He wanted to consolidate the goodness and virtue of the people. 

Had it come to fighting, many good people would have died, instead he wanted to work 

with these good people to solidify their grasp of Islamic values and thus to improve the 

society for the sake of everyone. Hasan was not opposed to the use of force as such, 

especially when he learned that Mu’awiya had only contempt for the terms of the treaty 

that they had signed, but he knew that the time was not right. He was in Medina ‘waiting 

on God’s command’ for the right time to act. He summed up his position by saying, ‘I 

have entered into a truce to avoid bloodshed and out of consideration for myself, my 

family, and my dedicated companions.’ 

  

Some of the key elements in the spiritual teaching of Hasan during this time 

emphasised contemplating the inevitability of death, stressing that it was not something 

that any of us could ultimately avoid. He counselled people to stay active in the affairs 

of the world in which they lived and to engage as though they would live forever, but 

at the same time to abstain from worldly ambitions, as if they might die tomorrow. As 

far as wealth is concerned, he advised people not to accumulate more than they would 

need to survive. They were to remember that everyone will have to give an account 

before God of the legitimacy of all their earnings. Twice in his life, he gave away all 

his wealth to the poor, and three times, he divided what he had and gave one half to 

those in need. The highest dignity towards which people should strive and for which 

they should be honoured was to be obedient to God in all things. Finally, he advised 

people to seek the company of wise men and women who would appreciate the good in 

them and who would also correct any failings in their character. 
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Hussain was active in the support of his brother and was likewise urging people 

towards the higher values of Islam. We may take just one example of his spiritual 

teaching, patience and wisdom. A man entered Medina who was notorious for his hatred 

of Hussain’s father, Ali. As soon as he saw Hussain he began to abuse him and to speak 

badly of both him and his father. Hussain remained calm and waited until he had 

finished. Then Hussain responded by quoting some verses from the Qur’an: ‘Adopt a 

policy of excusing the faults of people, bid what is right, and turn away from the 

ignorant. Should a temptation from Satan disturb you, invoke the protection of God, 

indeed he is the all-hearing, all-knowing. When those who are God-conscious are 

touched by a visitation of Satan they remember God and, behold, they perceive. But 

their brethren, they draw them into error and then they do not spare any harm’ (Q. 

7:199–202). Then Hussain said to the man, ‘You have been misled. Take it easy. Pray 

for our and your forgiveness from God. If you need our help, then we are willing to 

help. If you need our protection, then we are willing to defend you. And if you need our 

guidance, then we are willing to guide you.’ At this the man was very ashamed of his 

rude remarks, especially when Hussain repeated to him the words that Joseph had 

spoken to his brothers when he met them in Egypt, ‘From today onwards, there shall be 

no blame on you. May God forgive you and he is the most merciful’ (Q. 12:92). Hussain 

then told the man that he should ask him for whatever he needed. The man commented, 

‘When I heard this, I felt so ashamed but could not find any place to hide myself. 

Moreover, I wished the earth would tear apart and I would fall into it. After this 

encounter there is no-one on the face of this earth who is more beloved to me than Imam 

Hussain and his father, Imam Ali.’ 

  

We can appreciate something of the character of Hussain by some of the short sayings 

of his that have been preserved for us.  

Be steadfast and firm in the way towards what is right, even if your journey is full of 

pain and challenges.  

By God, I will never surrender to my enemies like a humiliated person and never 

pledge allegiance to them like slaves.  

To me, death for the sake of what is right, is nothing but happiness, and living under 

tyrants nothing but living in hell.  

The most generous person is the one who gives to those who do not expect his help.  

People are slaves of this world. Religion is just what they say. They use it as long as 

it provides them with their living. When they are tested, there remain only a few true 

religious ones. 

If you don’t believe in any religion, at least be free-spirited and honest in your actions. 

God will help the person who cares about other people’s needs, both in this world 

and the hereafter. 
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Beware! Do not be among those who are concerned about the sins of others while 

neglectful of their own sins. 

One who reveals your faults to you like a mirror is your true friend, and one who 

flatters you and covers up your faults is your enemy. 

Kindness elevates human beings, and faithfulness is a sign of decency. 

One of the signs of a scholar is criticising his or her own words and thoughts and 

being aware of different viewpoints. 

During the years that Hussain lived in Medina, he married several times. Sometimes 

his wife died when she was still young and then he married another. In total there were 

five wives, who each bore him children. This means that some of his sons and daughters 

had different mothers. We will go through the list of mothers and children, including 

the probable dates of birth of the children and their ages in 680CE, when the events of 

Karbala took place. His first wife was Rubab, who was the only wife to be present on 

the day of the massacre itself. She was the mother of a girl, called Sukayna (sometimes 

also written as Sakina) who was born in 667CE, and a boy called Abdullah Ali Asghar, 

who was born in 680CE. His second wife was Layla, who bore him his first child, a boy 

called Ali Akbar, in 653CE. His third wife was Shahrbanu, a Persian lady, who was the 

daughter of Yazdegerd, the last Sassanid king of Persia, who gave birth to Ali ibn 

Hussain in 656CE. He was to succeed Hussain as the fourth Imam according to Shi’a 

understanding, and was known as Imam Zayn al-Abidin (‘The Adornment of the 

Worshippers’), which is the name we will use for him from now on. His fourth wife 

was called Umm Ishaq and she had a daughter in 671CE, who was called Fatima 

al-Sughra. Finally, there was another wife, whose name has not been recorded but who 

was from the tribe of Qada’ah. She too had a son called Ja’far but both mother and son 

had died by the time of the battle at Karbala. All five of the surviving children of 

Hussain were present at Karbala. Their probable ages at this time were: Ali Akbar, 

twenty-seven; Zayn al-Abidin, twenty-five; Sukayna, fourteen; Fatima al-Sughra, nine; 

and Abdullah Ali Asghar, six months. 

  

In the year 669CE, Hasan was poisoned. It seems highly likely that this was done on 

the orders of Mu’awiya so that he could open the way to appoint his son, Yazid, as his 

successor. Hasan knew that he had been poisoned; it took him some time to die. He 

summoned his brother Hussain, designated him as his successor, and gave him 

instructions about his inheritance. He gave orders that whoever had been responsible 

for poisoning him should not be pursued; the punishment should be left to God. He 

strictly forbade any fighting concerning his death or the place at which he was to be 

buried. He asked that on the way to his burial he should be taken to the grave of his 

grandfather Muhammad, so that he might bid him farewell. After he had died, Hussain 

prepared his brother’s body for burial, and then had him carried to the grave of 

Muhammad. There was opposition from some people, thinking that there was a plan to 

bury him alongside his grandfather, but Hussain quieted them by telling them that was 

not their plan. Hasan had asked that he should be buried in the cemetery of al-Baqi in 
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Medina close to the grave of Fatima bint Asad, the mother of his father, Ali. This is 

where his grave can be found today, although the mausoleum that stood there for 

centuries was destroyed in 1925 by the Wahhabis when they came to power. 


