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Synopsis

During the formative period of Islam, in the first centuries after Muhammad’s death, different ideas
and beliefs abounded. It was during this period of roughly three centuries that two particular
intellectual traditions emerged, Sunnism and Shiism. Sunni Muslims endorsed the historical
caliphate, while Shi'i Muslims, supporters of *Ali, cousin of the Prophet and the fourth caliph,
articulated their own distinctive doctrines. The Sunni-Shi’i schism is often framed as a dispute over
the identity of the successor to Muhammad, whereas in reality, Sunni and Shi’i Muslims also differ
on a number of seminal theological doctrines concerning the nature of God and legitimate political
and religious authority. This book examines the development of Shi’i Islam through the lenses of
belief, narrative, and memory. In an accessible yet nuanced manner, it conceives of Shi'ism as a
historical project undertaken by a segment of the early Muslim community that felt dispossessed.
This book also covers, for the first time in English, a wide range of Shi'i communities from the
demographically predominant Twelvers to the transnational Isma'ilis to the scholar-activist Zaydis.
The portrait of Shi’ism that emerges is that of a distinctive and vibrant community of Muslims with a
remarkable capacity for reinvention and adaptation, grounded in a unique theological interpretation

of Islam.
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Customer Reviews

"Haider provides a thoroughly researched and methodologically nuanced survey of Shi'ism that fills
the gap between works that focus on the historical origins of Shi'ism and primers that attempt to

summarize the central elements of Shi’i theological beliefs and practices. This work is certain to



supersede existing introductions as the standard reference on the subject for academic courses and
as a general guide for specialists and non-specialists alike." Tariq al-dJamil, Swarthmore
College"Students and specialists alike will welcome this authoritative introduction and survey of Shi'i
history from its seventh-century beginnings to the present. All aspects of Shi’i history are succinctly
encompassed through Haider’s carefully organized and clearly written narrative and cogent
analysis. Especially important is Haider's demonstration of how Shi’i origin narratives were
constructed through the lens of later ninth- to twelfth-century theology and then remembered by
subsequent generations." G. R. Garthwaite, Dartmouth College"A detailed but accessible study of
the key aspects of the beliefs of the three main Shi'i groups of the modern world - the Zaydis,
Isma’ilis and the Twelvers - that as much highlights what unites the three branches as it explores
the theological and narrative differences between them. The author also examines the historical
development of each from the earliest days of Islam and concludes by charting developments
across all three communities into the present day. With useful tables and maps this is an excellent
and most welcome addition to the growing body of recent scholarship on the Shi'a." Andrew J.
Newman, University of Edinburgh"Najam Haider’s perceptive overview covers Islamic history from
time of the Prophet until the present day, explaining the complex histories and distinctive theologies
of the three Shi'i traditions, but also showing how they have shaped each other. Particularly
valuable is the attention Haider pays to historical memory and to Sunni-Shi’i relations, showing how
Shi'i and Sunni Islam have shaped and reacted to each other and continue to do so in the present
day. Shi'i Islam is an excellent resource for students, scholars, and members of the reading public
who want to get a thorough, intelligent survey of this fascinating topic." Devin Stewart, Emory
University, Atlanta"Deftly connect[s] Shi'a to a wide array of influences, most notably Mutazili

thought ... Recommended." S. P. Blackburn, Choice

The Sunni-Shi’i schism is often framed as a dispute over the identity of the successor to
Muhammad, whereas in reality, Sunni and Shi'i Muslims also differ on a number of seminal
theological doctrines concerning the nature of God and legitimate political and religious authority.
This book examines the development of Shi’i Islam through the lenses of belief, narrative, and
memory. The portrait of Shiism that emerges is that of a distinctive and vibrant community of

Muslims with a remarkable capacity for reinvention and adaptation.

| came to this book with only a rudimentary knowledge of Islamic history and a glaring ignorance of

Shi’i Islam. This book proved an excellent means of beginning to fill that void. It is academic in its



approach and organized into two main sections: 1) an overview of Shi’i theology; and 2) an overview
of Shi’i history.Though there is some mention of Sunni doctrines, a comparison of the two traditions
is not a focus of this book. Instead, it focuses on the development of the institution of the Imamate
from both a theological and historical perspective within three Shi'i sects: the Zaydis, the Isma'ilis,
and the Twelvers. Each section of the book is divided into three subsections so that each sect is
discussed separately. This makes the book convenient to digest and thankfully | wasn’t
overwhelmed with information.Overall, | found the book very easy to read, and it even bolstered my
interest in further learning about Islam. To this end, the suggested reading the author provides at
the end of each chapter is extremely helpful. | would recommend this book to anyone interested in

Shi’i history regardless of your level of knowledge.

It can be quite philosophical, but easy to read especially if you have a good grasp of advanced
English vocabulary. | highly recommend this for anyone wanting to get their feet wet in Islamic

history.

| learned a lot. Very poor editor on this. For an introduction it skips needed introductions and
assumes familiarity with subject matter and characters involved. It needs to explain pre Ottoman fall
versus post Ottoman. So many issues not covered.
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