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"In a distant age and climate, the tragic scene of the death of Hosein will awaken the sympathy of the coldest reader.” ---Edward Gibbon.  Edward Gibbon is the author to one of the most famous texts of modern history, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.  In that very same text one can find a brief history of Ashura.  As a Western historian, Gibbon is not biased towards Islam, and clearly the text is about the Roman Empire, an Empire in which Islamic influences are definitely present, yet are relatively minor compared to the big picture, which took Gibbon six volumes to complete.  Furthermore, the history of Islam that directly affects the Roman Empire, which is fully discussed in Gibbon’s tome, is surely not the tragedy of Karbala, or at least most historians would not place a direct correlation between the two.  As “the first modern historian of the Roman Empire”, Gibbon must have truly found significance in the tragedy of Karbala, for it is not so easy to “awaken the sympathy of the coldest reader”.   Truly, “in a distant age and climate”, Muslims and non-Muslims alike all around the world commemorate Imam Hussain (AS)’s tragic death, because Imam Hussain (AS)’s tragedy is still relevant.  Upon analyzing the characteristics of Imam Hussain, one may find many characteristics that can be used today to resolve major world issues such as human rights, freedom, women’s rights, and countering tyranny and terrorism.  Through the examples of both Western and Muslim sources, this essay will analyze the characteristics of Imam Hussain (AS) portrayed at Karbala, and explain how those characteristics could be applied to resolve the aforementioned world issues.

According to the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language: Fourth Edition, human rights is defined as “the basic rights and freedoms to which all humans are entitled, often held to include the right to life and liberty, freedom of thought and expression, and equality before the law.”  Imam Hussain (AS) did fight to defend Islam; however his sacrifice was far greater.  He sacrificed not only for the Muslim community; he sacrificed for humanity and for human rights.  If one analyzes the rights that Imam Hussain (AS) had at the time of the Battle of Karbala, one will find he did not have the freedom of thought and expression, for the tyrant Yazid forced him to surrender to his caliphate, and by doing so accepting a public drinker as the leader of the Muslim world, and as “Amir al-Mu’minin” or the Commander of the Faithful, a title Shi’a Muslims associate only with Imam Hussain (AS)’s father, Imam Ali ibn Abi Talib (AS).  The only reason anyone would accept such a man as his leader who is clearly only nominally a “Muslim” let alone a “Mu’min” is out of fear, for he clearly has the ability to also limit the right to life and liberty.  In the case of Imam Hussain, that is exactly what Yazid did --- end Imam Hussain’s human rights to life and liberty, not to mention the freedom of thought and expression, or equality before the law.  Imam Hussain’s sacrifice enabled the human population to understand that standing up to tyranny is the only way to allow oneself the right he deserves.  Imam Hussain (AS)’s sacrifice of his own rights enabled the population of both Muslims and non-Muslims after him to be able to fully practice their human rights.  Undoubtedly, many people, even today do not have the human rights they deserve, which is why one must implement the characteristics of Imam Hussain (AS) to receive his or her rights.  Muslims around the world cry for Imam Hussain (AS), but when a dictator is in power in the Muslim world, the Muslims do not question the authority of the tyrant, or at least not verbally.  Why, one might ask?  For exactly the same reason that only seventy-two companions were with Imam Hussain (AS) on the day of Ashura.  For exactly the same reason that much of the Muslim population at the time surrendered to a hypocritical drunkard as their leader.  Fear.  Yet, what does the Holy Qur’an state about fear?  “[For although] We did say, ‘Down with you all from this [state],’ there shall, none the less, most certainly come unto you guidance from Me: and those who follow My guidance need have no fear, and neither shall they grieve;”  (Holy Qur’an 2: 38).  The preceding verse is one of many, which tell the believers to neither fear nor grieve.  There is another singular account, where Imam Hussain (AS) portrays his strife for human rights and freedom.  This account is actually the way Imam Hussain (AS) treated Hurr ibn Yazid.  Hurr was the man who stopped Imam Hussain (AS) from returning to Mecca upon reaching Kufa.  Yet, upon listening to Imam Hussain’s speech before the battle began, he realized that he could not fight the grandson of the Prophet, a man whom the prophet loved very dearly both as a grandson and as a future successor who would sacrifice himself for Islam and humanity.  Hurr decided he must join Imam Hussain (AS)’s side, and not only did the Imam say Allah would forgive him but he also said he would pray so that his prior sins would be erased.  Imam Hussain (AS)’s acceptance of the man that led him towards the Battle of Karbala to his army shows that he is a firm believer in freedom.  Even, when it comes to allowing enemies become friends. The last statement that Imam Hussain (AS) said to Hurr was that her mother had made the right choice by naming him Hurr (because in Arabic, Hurr means “The Freeman”).  Another aspect of human rights, which has turned into its own major world issue, is women’s rights. Truly, Hurr was free, and he made his own decision to join the side of Imam Hussain.  While, in the modern world feminist movements have increased women’s rights, in many parts of the world, women have very limited rights, particularly in the Muslim world.  That is ironic, because Islam is one of the only world religions that treat man and woman as equals (even though they do have different rights).  Imam Hussain (AS) had many women around him during his lifetime.  His mother, sister, wives, and children truly loved him, and cried for him even before the tragedy of Karbala.  The women who survived the tragedy were the ones who actually spread the message of what happened to Imam Hussain (AS) and helped end Yazid’s tyrannical reign.  A question may arise as to why Imam Hussain (AS) took his wives and children to Karbala if he truly was an advocate of human rights and loved his family.  First of all, Imam Hussain (AS) only took the womenfolk because they chose to come with him.  Second of all, the answer to the question could be found in Charles Dickens’ response to whether or not Imam Hussain (AS) was truly fighting for Islam.  He said, “If Husain had fought to quench his worldly desires...then I do not understand why his sister, wife, and children accompanied him.  It stands to reason therefore, that he sacrificed purely for Islam.”  This quote should change the minds of critics of Imam Hussain.  An interesting point to note about Charles Dickens is that in his novel, A Tale of Two Cities, one character sacrifices his life, so an innocent man who was a victim of the tyrannical French Revolution could survive.  Had Imam Hussain (AS) not been victorious at Karbala, then Islam would be changed, something the Holy Qur’an states will never happen, and a hypocritical tyrant will be telling the Muslims what to do.  Had Yazid succeeded in being known as the Amir al Mu’minin, then tyranny would encompass the Earth or at least the Muslim world by now, and we would not have the freedom of choice.  Something Hurr had at Karbala; something Imam Hussain (AS) allowed us to have now.

In the Muslim world, two major issues are present, which are currently ruining Islam--- tyranny and terrorism.  Yazid was a cruel tyrant, which is why after Imam Hussain’s sacrifice he was overthrown.  The tragedy of Karbala was not meant to erase tyranny and oppression; it was meant to show mankind how to overcome tyranny if that ever becomes a problem again, which it has.  Tyrants like, Saddam Hussein, did not allow human rights to exist in their nation.  Ironically, Saddam Hussein ruled over the nation in which Karbala can be found today.  The Muslim community had no freedom of expression and thought, so they did nothing to fight the tyranny.  The manner in which Imam Hussain (AS) fought tyranny was not through violence, but rather because he was simply fighting for the truth.  For that reason, a non-Muslim both understood and applied the characteristics of Imam Hussain.  That man is, in fact, from the twentieth century, and his name is Mahatma Gandhi.  Mahatma Gandhi said about Imam Hussain, “I learned from Hussain (AS) how to be wronged and be a winner.”  Mahatma Gandhi, himself, stood up, not necessarily for his religion, but for his country and for his cause.  He had a noble cause---to protect India from British rule in a non-violent manner.  In other words, he fought for human rights, and for his country to be free from the tyrannical rule of Great Britain.  An analysis of his quote implies that he looked into the tragedy of Karbala and must have realized that although Imam Hussain (AS) and his seventy-two followers did die on the tenth of Muharram, 680 AD, on the day of Ashura, at the Battle of Karbala, Imam Hussain (AS) was still victorious, because in only a short matter of time everyone, including the people who were on the side of Yazid, and the women in Yazid’s household thought what he had done was wrong.  The affect that Imam Hussain’s sacrifice had in restoring human rights at the time can be seen when Umar ibn Sa’id, the leader of Yazid’s army at the event of Karbala, himself tells Yazid, upon being requested to go and calm the uprising in Medina, "In the beginning I listened to you and martyred Imam Hussain (AS) but I do not want to make the same mistake again. I do not want to fight with the people of Medina or become a bad person in the sight of Allah Most High.”  Mahatma Gandhi also talked about the way in which Imam Hussain (AS) was victorious.  He mentioned, “I wanted to know the best of the life of one who holds today an undisputed sway over the hearts of millions of mankind.... I became more than ever convinced that it was not the sword that won a place for Islam in those days in the scheme of life. It was the rigid simplicity, the utter self-effacement of Hussain (AS) the scrupulous regard for pledges, his intense devotion to his friends and followers, his intrepidity, his fearlessness, his absolute trust in God and in his own mission to save Islam. These and not the sword carried everything before them and surmounted every obstacle.”  The importance of the preceding quote in resolving the major issues of countering tyranny and terrorism today is that, one must not physically fight to protect his religion.  Mahatma Gandhi, himself, was an advocate of non-violence, so clearly the message of Imam Hussain (AS) is not to physically fight.  One of the major causes of Islamophobia today is that much of the Western world views Islam as a religion of warfare and terrorism.  The reason this point of view has emerged is because there are many radical Muslim terrorists.  So the first step in countering terrorism, as Muslims, is to show the world what true Islam is.  One way to present the truth is by the pen, for “the pen is mightier than the sword”.  Islamophobia is a growing concern for Muslims; however, by implementing the peaceful characteristics of Imam Hussain (AS) that were portrayed at Karbala, we can get rid of Islamophobia, and we can help end tyranny and terrorism in the modern world.

Imam Hussain (AS) is just one of the many Ahlul Bayt, whom we have to use as our role models.  It is true that they are infallibles, and we are not; however if the Ahlul Bayt or followers of the Ahlul Bayt are not our role models, then who can be?  We must never forget that Imam Hussain (AS) sacrificed himself so that we can help keep the true Islam alive in modern times, not so that we just cry for him.  How do our tears help Islam without our action and our voice?  Although we may seem to be “in a distant age and climate”, we must never forget that “Every day is Ashura; Every Land is Karbala.”  
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