
 

 

Disciplinary Focus: Human sciences (using the tools of history) and theology (Islam) 

Enquiry Question: Why is Islam the way it is? 

Essential Outcomes  

Pupils are able to: 

 To analyse key events within the reconstructed history of early Islam 

 To evaluate theological and/or historical causes for various key ‘turning points’ within the 

history of Islam 

 To begin to contextualise the significance of historical events in the shaping of Islamic thought 

Core Knowledge  

 An outline of the life of the Prophet Muhammad (NB: 

what is ‘known’ about the life of the Prophet within 

an Islamic narrative draws on a source called the Sira, 

which is the biography of the prophet. The sources 

for this range from the 7thC to the 9thC). Events in 

the life of the prophet include: birth (c.570); 

beginning of the Quranic revelation on the Jabaal an 

Nur (mountain of light) in 610; gathering of followers 

in Mecca (610); public spreading of the message of 

Islam from 613; the ‘year of sorrow’ in 619 with the 

death of Muhammad’s wife and uncle; c.621 the Isra 

and Mir’aj (‘night journey’); 622 Hijra to Medina; the 

series of battles between Muhammad’s followers and 

the Qurayshi Meccans; 628 the decade-long peace 

treaty with the Quraysh; 629 the conquest of Mecca; 

632 the final pilgrimage, final sermon and death. 

 That the distinction between Sunni and Shi’a 

traditions of Islam can be traced to sectarian 

distinctions formed through disputes about who will 

succeed Muhammad as leader of the political empire. 

Muhammad had no surviving sons; the Islamic 

community had to choose between Muhammad’s 

closest relative (cousin and son-in-law, Ali) or closest 

companion (Abu Bakr). 

 The battle of Karbala (in modern day Iraq) and its 

context: even though Abu Bakr initially succeeded 

Muhammad, Ali did eventually become Caliph (656-

661). Ali was killed in 661 and Mu’awiya replaced him 

as Caliph. Shi’a Muslims looked to Ali’s son, Hussain, 

as true Caliph. Hussain had negotiated a treaty with 

Mu’awiya to enable Mu’awiya to rule under 

conditions, including the promise that Mu’awiya 

would not start a dynasty. Mu’awiya eventually 

nominated his son, Yazid, to succeed him, which was 
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thought to break the treaty. Yazid’s Ummayad forces 

were victorious; Hussein and his family were killed 

and beheaded, amongst the dead was Hussein’s 6-

month-old son. This event became a founding event 

for Shi’a as a group. The event is remembered 

annually by Shi’a Muslims in the ‘Mourning of 

Muharram’ (Muharram is a month in the Islamic 

calendar). 

 Globally c.2020, 85-90% of Muslims are Sunni; 10-

15% of Muslims are Shi’a. There are Shi’a majorities 

in Iran, Iraq, Bahrain and Azerbaijan. 

1. Exemplar Learning Activities  
2. What were the key moments of change in the life of the Prophet Muhammad? Pupils construct a 

timeline of events about the life of the Prophet and offer justified answers about which events 

within the his life were key moments of change. 

3. Differences between Shi’a and Sunni Islam: doctrinal, ritual or institutional? A card sort using 

three overlapping, intersecting circles. Each circle should be labelled either ‘doctrinal’ (to do with 

belief), ‘ritual’ (to do with practice) or ‘institutional’ (to do with organisation). A list of differences 

might include: (a) the Sunni belief that there is no human religious authority, i.e. that the Qur’an 

is the sole authority, in contrast with the Shi’a belief in the appointment of Ali and eleven 

descendants by God [a doctrinal difference]; (b) the differences between Imams in Sunni Islam 

and Ayatollahs in Shi’a Islam [an institutional difference]; the different ways of praying [a ritual 

difference]. 

4. For whom was Karbala a ‘tragedy’ and why? The narrative sequence of the event is broken down 

into ‘pieces’ (perhaps tiles on card) and reconstructed by pupils. Further contextual knowledge 

could be drip-fed, in order for pupils to establish the outcome and for which group within Islam 

this is considered a tragedy. Alternatively, this question could be used for an extended writing 

piece, or preparation for public speaking activity or classroom debate.  

5. Why do some Muslims claim that young people should be taught about Karbala today? Analyse 

the Huff Post article from Walaa Chahine about why she thinks that the gruesome battle of 

Karbala should be taught today. Various questions could be asked about the article: from what 

perspectives is the article written (Sunni, Shi’a, Islamic, non-Islamic, human, Western, etc?) The 

article can be analysed in terms of the following over-arching question: what lessons can be 

learned from Karbala about Islam? Answers might be grouped according to the disciplinary foci of 

theology (e.g. about the nature of Islam), philosophy (e.g. about what is considered right/wrong 

for all humans), and the human sciences (e.g. about unity/disunity). 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/who-was-hussein-and-why-

d_b_12429072?guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQ

AAAL95SGuE1Fp1rlUSK3JJYH9tzgsj031AIKO9_UGocJmFG1QifluwV2qTGiaWthIKXglTB3oHUT

oSNk9hoztgAx1wbpmBvaAZ0S3937fs1VkVvv6CXYcWL8JbVOCjN6uKrNKgzH8e8ifWHqadtLX

14IBskCGPvBe_YOQGOeJLm_G9&guccounter=1 

6. What should be taught about Karbala? A class debate could be constructed about ‘what should 

pupils be taught about Karbala?’ This could draw on the Walaa Chahine article, or other sources, 

such as information sheets constructed from Chris Hewer’s writings. 



 

 

7. How might we compare Islamic and Christian origins? Construct a comparison table about 

Christian origins (from the earlier Year 7 unit) and Islamic origins. The comparison table could 

have a number of rows within it which begin more simply and build up complexity. Questions for 

initial rows include: when did the religion begin? Where did the religion begin? What are our 

main sources of knowledge for understanding what happened in the 1st C (Christianity) and 7th 

C (Islam)? Questions with answers that may be disputed could include: What was the claimed 

‘moment’ which began the religion? (e.g. nativity vs. crucifixion/resurrection in Christianity; the 

revelation of the Qur’an to Muhammad vs. the claim that Islam is an eternal religion) 

Notes  

As with the study early Christianity, the ‘history’ of events in early Islam is contested. It is 

contested as there may be tensions between the Islamic narrative as recounted by the Islamic 

tradition and the historical reconstruction based on the best scholarly evidence. Put simply, much 

of what is known about the Arabian peninsula of 7th Century is mediated by Islamic sources (and 

their inherent positionality) of the 8th and 9th Centuries. 

In terms of proximal sequencing within the curriculum, this unit builds on knowledge and 

understanding from the Year 7 enquiry question, ‘Why is Christianity the way it is?’ (Human and 

Social Sciences) as it is possible to draw inferences about the nature of religion on the basis of the 

stories of its origins. Christian origins and Islamic origins can be contrasted. 

 For teacher subject knowledge, an effective online resource is the work of Dr Chris Hewer 

(https://www.chrishewer.org/).  

 For teacher subject enhancement about the differing ‘paradigms’ of Sunni and Shi’a Islam, see 

Hewer’s articles:  

Sunni Islam: https://www.chrishewer.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/6-Sunni-paradigm.pdf 

Shi’a Islam: https://www.chrishewer.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/7-Shia-perspective.pdf 

 For a brief subject summary of early Islam following the death of Muhammad, this extract from 

Hewer (2006), Church of Ireland Journal, is helpful: 

o In the year 622 CE, Muhammad and his nascent band of Muslims migrated to the city that 

came to be called Madina, around 300kms to the north of Makka. Here the foundations of 

an established community were laid and the verses of the Qur’an changed from being 

kerygmatic to being constitutional. The polity of Islam was developed at this time, so that 

Islamic practice can be seen in the conduct of the city-state. This saw the development of 

personal law in marriage, divorce, and inheritance; corporate law in the conduct of war, 

and the process of consultation of the people; and criminal law in the process of justice and 

punishment. Muhammad was the single leader of the community as the spiritual guide, the 

final arbiter in law, the constitutional leader and the commander of the Muslims in battle. 

In this way, the Shari’a is seen as a complete code of human living covering every aspect of 

life. After the death of Muhammad, the leadership of the community was disputed. Everyone 

was clear that there would not be another Prophet and that final authority should rest in a 

single pair of hands. What turned out to be the majority position, which came to be called 

the Sunnis, held that the leader, to be called the Caliph, should be chosen on the basis of 

merit, the man amongst the Muslim community who was most pious and wise. Although 

this position recognised no hereditary principle, within decades dynasties had developed 

https://www.chrishewer.org/
https://www.chrishewer.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/6-Sunni-paradigm.pdf
https://www.chrishewer.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/7-Shia-perspective.pdf


 

 

and these dominated the history of Sunni Islam until the modern period when the Ottoman 

Empire was replaced with a series of nation-states. Sunnis are generally reckoned as 90% 

of Muslims and are found all over the world. The group that became the minority, later 

called the Shi’a, interpreted a verse of the Qur’an that speaks of the purification or 

“rendering the best of creation” of the family of Muhammad descended through his 

daughter Fatima and his cousin Ali and their two sons Hasan and Hussain, as an indication 

of divine favour that meant that all the leaders of the community, called Imams, should be 

direct descendants of this family, called the Ahl al-Bayt or Family of the Household. The 

Shi’a likewise hold that Muhammad designated Ali as his successor but that his position was 

usurped by the opposing leading families. Much of the Hewer: Church of Ireland Journal, 

June 2006 7 history of the Shi’a has been characterised by suffering, as they would see it, in 

the cause of right. The Shi’a split into different groups due to disputes about the succession 

of Imams but for the majority amongst them, who recognise a chain of twelve Imams leading 

up to the last Imam “going into occultation” in the 10th century, authority now lies with 

the most senior religious scholars, the Ayatollahs. The Shi’a are a majority in Iran, Iraq and 

Bahrain, and minorities in several other countries, e.g. Lebanon, Pakistan, the Gulf States, 

and India. One characteristic of the Shi’a system is that a clerical hierarchy has developed 

that gives a clear locus of teaching authority, whilst amongst the Sunnis, any man or woman 

with the necessary education and knowledge can take and defend a position of their own, 

thus making authority much more diffuse.  

 

 

 

 


