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Preface
It is a fascinating phenomenon that when humans conceptualize history, they conceive the sequence of world events in terms of famous historical figures. Thus, major shifts in intellectual and religious history are attributed to a few individuals well known for some notable accomplishments, such as writing a brilliant philosophical tract, leading a revolution, or implementing a new social system. 
It is important to realize, however, that such an understanding of history is incomplete. There are an incredible array of figures impacting the course of human history, most of whom go unnoticed. The discovery of calculus is a case in point. Today, Isaac Newton is almost universally recognized as the inventor of calculus; but how many people know that Gottfried Leibniz also invented calculus, at the same time and independently of Newton? As another example, consider the following: Today, most people attribute the steady economic growth of the past century to John Maynard Keynes, otherwise known as the “Father of Modern Macroeconomics.” And yet, how many people recognize Norman Borlaug, a Nobel Peace Prize laureate whose work inspired the Agricultural Revolution, which allowed food production to keep pace with worldwide population growth over the past forty years? It is only by chance of historical circumstances that some people acquire fame, while others are forgotten or overlooked. In the case of Islamic history, Imam Hasan Al-Askari, whose life and work had a tremendous impact on the trajectory of Shiite history, has fallen victim to such circumstances. 
Introduction
Imam Hasan Al-Askari (b. 846 AD), whose very name denotes his life-long imprisonment in military camps, lived during a time of ever-increasing oppression under the Abbasid dynasty.[footnoteRef:1] His life story is especially tragic: As a child, he witnessed the hardening of restrictions on Shiites, beginning with the ban on visiting the shrine of Imam Hussein.[footnoteRef:2] At the age of two, he was ordered under house arrest along with his father, the 10th Imam Ali Al-Naqi, in the city of Samarra. For the rest of his life, Imam Hasan Al-Askari remained behind bars, sometimes being summoned to Baghdad, the seat of the Abbasid Caliphate. As one point, he was forced to report to the Caliph twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays, in order to put the “Caliph’s mind at rest.”[footnoteRef:3] So precarious was his situation that it is narrated that when the Imam met with followers, he only did so from behind a curtain.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Algar, Hamid. “Imam Hasan al-‘Askari (a) and the birth of his son, the 12th Imam (a).” Shi'a Islam: Class 15. Univ. of California, Berkeley. 30 Oct. 2001.  ]  [2:  Algar, Oct. 30, 2001.]  [3:  Algar, Oct. 30, 2001.]  [4:  Algar, Oct. 30, 2001.] 

These, then, are the conditions under which the 11th Imam, also known as As-Siraj (The Lamp), lived the entirety of his life. Captivity, the reader must be reminded, is no easy state in which to live one’s life. Most prisoners are unable to remain intellectually productive or spiritually sound. Only rarely are people able to make sweeping changes while in prison. These are the figures we remember—Nelson Mandela and Mahatma Ghandi in the modern world; Prophet Yousef and Bibi Zainab in the Islamic legacy. For reasons that will be described below, I will argue that Imam Hasan Al-Askari should be considered among this mold. Moreover, I firmly believe that we can use his life, and especially his time as a prisoner, as a metaphor for our own lives. In a sense, all of us are bound, or rather imprisoned, by our surroundings. This imprisonment can consist of material chains, political oppression, or even minor daily adversities. Amid all the challenges life presents, however, we must make time to remain steadfast in our faith. Imam Hasan Al-Askari, an oppressed figure often overlooked in Islamic history, sustained his vigor for religious duties and intellectual endeavors at all times. If we are to keep our faith alive in a country where we are a minority, we must be able to do the same by following his example. 
Spiritual Leadership
	The first remarkable aspect of Imam Hasan Al-Askari’s life that I will elaborate on in this paper is his spiritual guidance. Perhaps the most conspicuous result of captivity is that the captive no longer sees a light at the end of the tunnel. With no prospect for freedom, all motivation for working hard or believing in a higher power is usually lost. Moreover, one cannot but imagine that the Abbasids must have tried to indoctrinate and coerce the Imam into deserting his faith. And yet, even a cursory look at Muslim historiography will reveal that Imam Hasan Al-Askari was widely recognized among his followers for his spiritual guidance, indicating that he was not unduly influenced by his surroundings. His wisdom and spiritual leadership is evident in a letter to a prominent scholar of the time, in which he says:
“I advise you to fear [displeasing] Allāh, to establish prayer and pay alms—because the prayer of one who does not pay alms is not accepted. I advise you to forgive the mistakes of others and control your anger, and to be kind and generous to your relatives, and to be helpful and concerned for your brethren, and to be patient in response to the deeds of the ignorant people.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Rizvi, Sayyid Muhammad, “Islam: Faith, Practice, & History.” Ch. 48.] 


The modern believer can take a lesson from this by grasping the dedication of the Imam to his religion. Despite being imprisoned for his religious briefs, the Imam does not think of abandoning his faith for even a moment. His patience in such a difficult situation should teach modern believers a lesson about our own capacity to remain steadfast in our religion. If he can guide a community under complete surveillance, then we have no reason to make excuses about our difficulties in practicing Islam.
	Secondly, as a historical note, Imam Hasan Al-Askari’s emphasis on religious duties should be viewed in the wider context of his predecessors’ activities. The last 6 Imams are often derided by Muslim and non-Muslim historians alike for their increasing political quietism, culminating in the occultation of the 12th Imam. How can they spread the cause of Islam, it is asked, when they did not make the political sacrifices of figures like Prophet Muhammad, Imam Ali, or Imam Hussein? Undoubtedly, this is a very difficult question to address. The answer, however, lies in understanding that pragmatism sometimes outweighs emotional undertakings. When Imam Ali ruled as Caliph of the Muslim world, the moment was ripe for political leadership on a macro-level. Imam Ali knew it would better serve the Muslim community if he devoted himself to political rule, rather than solely religious leadership. Imam Hasan Al-Askari, on the other hand, realized that he was in no position to teach Islam via political means; instead, he concentrated his energies on spiritual leadership. By teaching his closest followers about Islam, Imam Hasan Al-Askari was able to disseminate Islam via example. 
Theological Works
	As can be seen above, Imam Hasan Al-Askari is remarkable for his productivity, both religious and academic, throughout his life. Although he lived only until the age of 28 years old, Imam Hasan Al-Askari served as a spiritual leader, a theological teacher, and a model of courage and dedication in the face of adversity.  
Despite his young age at his death, several written works have been ascribed to Imam Hasan Al-Askari, including: a complete commentary on the Quran, a collection of his sermons, and a short book on questions of Islamic law.
While under captivity, Imam Hasan Al-Askari became especially knowledgeable about the Quran, even going as far as writing a complete tafsir, or commentary, of the Quran. One example of his knowledge that is cited throughout Islamic literature is his response to the questioning of his students regarding the seeming contradictions of the Quran. In his answers, Imam Hasan essentially applies highly technical and advanced Quranic exegetical concepts such as naskh, which allow him to resolve the apparent philological discrepancies in the Quran. For example, consider the following response to the aforementioned question: 
“Your teacher thinks that some of the words in these verses have only one meaning. But according to the Arabic language, these words have other meanings too which, when taken into consideration, indicate no contradiction in the overall meaning. Thus, your teacher is not justified for basing his objections and claim of contradictions on the premises of the 'wrong meaning' he himself selects such verses".[footnoteRef:6] [6:  http://www.ezsoftech.com/stories/imamaskari1.asp] 

The ability of the Imam to respond to such tough questions is a testament to his dedication to scholarship, even while imprisoned. For American Muslims, there is no excuse for us not to study and become familiar with our own religion, given the difficult conditions under which Imam Hasan Al-Askari did so.
Another example of his theological scholarship is in the matter of jurisprudence. One anecdote that is continuously cited in Islamic sources is his response to the Quranic injunction on inheritance, in which females are assigned half the portion of the males. Imam Hasan does an excellent job explaining the reasoning behind assigning unequal portions to men and women. He points out that “the responsibility of earning livelihood rests on men and not on women; [and] the maintenance of women is on men.” Because men have an added financial responsibility on their hands, whereas a woman’s income is purely her own, the difference in portion of inheritance makes sense. Again, however, the more important lesson here is to understand his dedication to Islam, even though it was through unconventional means. Most people would expect a leader to be overt in his leadership. Imam Hasan Al-Askari’s model, however, is equally valuable. By guiding people through religious teachings, the Imam played an important role in preserving Islam. 
Conclusion
	As most people will know by now, Imam Hasan Al-Askari lived during a time of intense oppression. There are historical reasons for his lack of conspicuous activity, as well as the added fact that written sources were heavily censored and regulated during his life. Suffice it to say, however, that Imam Hasan Al-Askari was a pivotal figure in Shiite history. How is it that we, as modern Muslims, can apply his example to our daily lives?
	As American Muslims, we enjoy a tremendous amount of religious and political freedom in our lives. We are neither pressured to follow a certain religious path, nor are we denied our basic rights. In this environment of freedom, we must make a concerted effort to remain steadfast in our religion. We do not have a government forcing us to remain in our house, like the Abbasids did to Imam Hasan Al-Askari; instead, we are encouraged to practice our faith in this country. If we want to carry out his legacy and make the most of his sacrifices, then it is our duty to make the most of the academic, political, and social institutions that America provides us in order to live out our lives in spiritual harmony and the pursuit of knowledge. This is the only way we can survive as practicing and patriotic Muslims in America. 
