
The Qurʾanic Biography of Imam Husayn: A
Translation of Sayyid al-ʿUlama’s “Husayn (ʿa)
and the Qurʾan”
Sayyid ʿAlī Naqī Naqvī, popularly known as Sayyid al-ʿUlama, was widely considered to be the most
prolific and influential mujtahid in the Indian subcontinent of the twentieth century. Originally from
Lucknow, India, he hailed from a renowned family of scholars, called Khāndān-e Ijtihād of the Shiʿi
Awadh state. He studied in Najaf for many years under the most prominent marājīʿ of his time, including
Mirzā Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Nāʾīnī, Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn al-ʿIrāqī, and Abu al-Ḥasan al-Isfahānī. He wrote
prolifically and spoke widely on a number of key and pressing issues facing the Shiʿi community of the
Indian subcontinent. He was also affiliated for many years with Aligarh University as a Reader and as the
Dean of Shiʿi Theology.

In this short treatise, Sayyid al-ʿUlamāʾ gives a Qurʾanic biography of the Lord of Martyrs, Imam Ḥusayn
(ʿa), and sheds light on the causes of the event of Karbala. In this brief but profound text, he provides an
exegesis of the life of Imam Ḥusayn (ʿa) and his heroic martyrdom through particular verses that
highlight the most pivotal aspects of the Imam’s life. Meant for a wider audience, the text strips down a
lengthy discussion to its fundamentals so as to provide us a striking lesson: that the Imam is the Qurʾan
embodied, a claim eminently provable by the following Qurʾanic verses themselves.

The treatise is translated by Dr. Syed Rizwan Zamir, associate professor of religion in Davidson College
in Davidson, North Carolina. Dr. Zamir’s Ph.D. dissertation was on the religio-intellectual thought of
Sayyid ʿAlī Naqvī and his profound influence on the religious and social landscape of the Shiʿi community
in South Asia. The Qurʾanic translations are loosely based on Arberry’s translation of the Qurʾan. 

 

In the name of Allah, the most Merciful, the All-Compassionate.

Section I: A Synopsis of the Martyr of Karbalāʾ’s life as Given in
God’s Words (i.e., the Qurʾan)
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The Imam’s (ʿa) family:

Sūrat al-Aḥzāb (33):33

انَّما يرِيدُ اللَّـه ليذْهب عنم الرِجس اهل الْبيتِ ويطَهِركم تَطْهِيرا
 

O People of the House, God only desires to put away from you all abomination
and to cleanse you thoroughly.

His birth:

Sūrat al-Aḥqāf (46):15

تْهعضوا وهرك هما لَتْهمانًا ۖ حسحا هدَيالانَ بِونسنَا ايصوو
كرها ۖ وحملُه وفصالُه ثََثُونَ شَهرا ۚ حتَّ اذَا بلَغَ اشُدَّه وبلَغَ
َلع تمنْعا تَكَ الَّتمعن رْشنْ اا نزِعوا ِبر نَةً قَالس ينعبرا

ّنا ۖ تيِذُر ف ل حلصاو اهضا تَرحالص لمعنْ ااو دَيالو َلعو
ينملسالْم نم ّناكَ ولَيا تتُب

 

We have charged man to be kind to his parents; his mother bore him painfully,
and painfully she gave birth to him; his bearing and his weaning are thirty
months. Until, when he is fully grown, and reaches forty years, he says, “O my
Lord, grant me that I may be thankful for Thy blessing that Thou hast blessed
me and my father and mother, and that I may do righteousness well-pleasing
to Thee; and make me righteous also in my offspring. Behold, I repent to Thee,
and am among those who surrender.”



His ultimate objective:

Sūrat al-Anʿām (6):163

ينملسالْم لونَا ااو ترمكَ ابِذَٰلو ۖ شَرِيكَ لَه 
 

“No associate has He. Thus have I been commanded, and I am the first of those
that surrender.”

His journey from Medina:

Sūrat al-Qaṣaṣ (28):21

ينمالظَّال مالْقَو نم نِنَج ِبر قَال ۖ قَّبتَرفًا يا خَائنْهم جفَخَر
 

So he departed therefrom, fearful and vigilant; he said, “My Lord, deliver me
from the evil-doing people.”

A minority facing a majority:

Sūrat al-Baqarah (2):249

ن شَرِبرٍ فَمم بِنَهيتَلبم نَّ اللَّـها نُودِ قَالبِالْج طَالُوت لا فَصفَلَم
ۚ دِهفَةً بِيغُر فاغْتَر نم ا ّنم نَّهفَا همطْعي ن لَّممو ّنم سفَلَي نْهم
فَشَرِبوا منْه ا قَليً منْهم ۚ فَلَما جاوزَه هو والَّذِين آمنُوا معه قَالُوا
 طَاقَةَ لَنَا الْيوم بِجالُوت وجنُودِه ۚ قَال الَّذِين يظُنُّونَ انَّهم مَقُو



عم اللَّـهو ۗ ذْنِ اللَّـهةً بِايرثةً كىف تغَلَب يلَةقَل ةىن فم مك اللَّـه
ابِرِينالص

 

And when Saul went forth with the hosts he said, “God will try you with a river;
whoever drinks of it is not of me, and whoever tastes it not, he is of me, except
him who scoops up with his hand.” But they drank of it, except a few of them;
and when he crossed it along with those who believed with him, they said, “We
have no power today against Goliath and his hosts.” Said those who reckoned
they should meet God, “How often a little company has overcome a numerous
company, by God’s leave! And God is with the patient.”

A loyal contingent and final farewells:((In this section, the original Urdu
text isn’t clear, and seems to refer to the farewells between the various
followers of Imam Husayn who comprise that loyal contingent.))

Sūrat al-Aḥzāb (33):23

من الْمومنين رِجال صدَقُوا ما عاهدُوا اللَّـه علَيه ۖ فَمنْهم من
ًدِيدَّلُوا تَبا بمو ۖ رنتَظن يم منْهمو هبنَح قَض

 

Among the believers are men who were true to their covenant with God; some
of them have fulfilled their vow by death, and some are still awaiting, and they
have not changed in the least.

Final words of advice:

Sūrat al-ʿAṣr (103):3



ا الَّذِين آمنُوا وعملُوا الصالحاتِ وتَواصوا بِالْحق وتَواصوا
بِالصبرِ

 

Save those who believe, and do righteous deeds, and counsel each other unto
the truth, and counsel each other to be steadfast.

The greatness of patience:

Sūrat al-Baqarah (2):156

الَّذِين اذَا اصابتْهم مصيبةٌ قَالُوا انَّا للَّـه وانَّا الَيه راجِعونَ
 

Who, when they are visited by an affliction, say, “Surely we belong to God, and
to Him we return…”

His final end:

Sūrat al-Fajr (89):27-30

يا ايتُها النَّفْس الْمطْمئنَّةُ ﴿٢٧﴾ ارجِع الَ ربِكِ راضيةً مرضيةً
٣٠﴿ نَّتج خُلادادِي ﴿٢٩﴾ وبع ف خُل٢٨﴾ فَاد﴿

 

(27) “O soul at peace, (28) return unto thy Lord, well-pleased, well-pleasing!
(29) Enter thou among My servants! (30) Enter thou My Paradise!”



His eternal life:

Sūrat Āl ʿImrān (3):16

الَّذِين يقُولُونَ ربنَا انَّنَا آمنَّا فَاغْفر لَنَا ذُنُوبنَا وقنَا عذَاب النَّارِ
 

Who say, “Our Lord, we believe; forgive us our sins, and guard us against the
torment of the Fire…”

Section II: Causes and Reasons of Imam Husayn’s Heroic Acts as
Given in God’s Words (i.e., the Qurʾan)

Abraham’s (ʿa) prayer that there be true guardians of Islam from his
progeny:

Sūrat al-Baqarah (2):127-128

واذْ يرفَع ابراهيم الْقَواعدَ من الْبيتِ واسماعيل ربنَا تَقَبل منَّا ۖ انَّكَ
انت السميع الْعليم ﴿١٢٧﴾ ربنَا واجعلْنَا مسلمين لَكَ ومن ذُرِيتنَا
يمحالر ابالتَّو نتنَّكَ انَا ۖ الَيع تُبنَا ونَاسرِنَا ماةً لَّكَ وملسةً مما

﴾١٢٨﴿
 

(127) And when Abraham, and Ishmael with him, raised up the foundations of
the House: “Our Lord, accept this from us; Thou art the All-hearing, the All-
knowing; (128) and, our Lord, make us submissive to Thee, and of our seed a
nation submissive to Thee; and show us our holy rites, and turn towards us;
surely Thou turnest, and art All-compassionate…”



Abraham’s (ʿa) last will and testament to his children, that they
remain guardians of Islam:

Sūrat al-Baqarah (2):132

الدِّين مَل َطَفاص نَّ اللَّـها نا بي قُوبعيو يهنب يماهربا ابِه صوو
فََ تَموتُن ا وانتُم مسلمونَ

 

And Abraham charged his sons with this and Jacob likewise: “My sons, God has
chosen for you the religion; see that you die not save in surrender.”

The greatest fulfillment of Abraham’s (ʿa) prayer is the chosen
messenger, Muhammad (ṣ), his progeny, and his true followers:

Sūrat Āl ʿImrān (3):68

انَّ اولَ النَّاسِ بِابراهيم لَلَّذِين اتَّبعوه وهـٰذَا النَّبِ والَّذِين آمنُوا ۗ
يننموالْم لو اللَّـهو

 

Surely the people standing closest to Abraham are those who followed him,
and this Prophet, and those who believe; and God is the Protector of the
believers.

After the Prophet of Islam, it was certain that the larger ummah will
deviate from the right path:

Sūrat Āl ʿImrān (3):144



لقُت وا اتن مفَاا ۚ لسالر هلن قَبم قَدْ خَلَت ولسر دٌ امحا ممو
اللَّـه رضفَلَن ي هيبقع َلع بنقَلن يمو ۚ مِقَابعا َلع تُمانقَلَب

رِينالشَّاك زِي اللَّـهجيسا ۗ وىشَي
 

Muhammad is but a Messenger; Messengers have passed away before him. If
he should die or is slain, will you turn back on your heels? If any man should
turn back on his heels, he will not harm God in any way; and God will
recompense the thankful.

The Muslims, after gaining power, did corruption on earth and broke
the bonds of love and intimacy:     

Sūrat Muḥammad (47):22

مامحروا اّعتُقَطضِ ورا دُوا فن تُفْسا تُملَّين تَوا تُميسع لفَه
 

If you turned away, would you then perchance work corruption in the land, and
break your bonds of kinship?

In this [situation], it is necessary for there to exist a certain group
that will exhort people toward goodness and—to the extent
possible—forbid evils.

Sūrat Āl ʿImrān (3):104

ننَ عونْهيوفِ ورعونَ بِالْمرمايرِ والْخَي َلونَ ادْعةٌ يما منن مَلْتو
الْمنرِ ۚ واولَـٰئكَ هم الْمفْلحونَ



 

Let there be a people among you, calling to good, and bidding to honor, and
forbidding dishonor; those are the successful.

It is such a group whose raison d’etre is precisely to keep striving to
oppose these evils:

Sūrat Āl ʿImrān (3):109

ورما عجتُر اللَّـه َلاضِ ۚ ورا ا فماتِ واومالس ا فم لَّـهلو
To God belongs all that is in the heavens and in the earth, and unto Him all
matters are returned.

This group should never obey those who deny God:

Sūrat Āl ʿImrān (3):149

مِقَابعا َلع موكدروا يفَرك وا الَّذِينيعن تُطنُوا اآم ا الَّذِينهيا اي
رِينوا خَاسبفَتَنقَل

 

O believers, if you obey the unbelievers they will turn you upon your heels, and
you will turn back in a state of loss.

One should stay firm on the straight path and one should not form
bonds with oppressors:

Sūrat Hūd (11):113



ونِ اللَّـهن دم مَا لمو النَّار مسوا فَتَمظَلَم الَّذِين َلنُوا اكتَر و
من اولياء ثُم  تُنصرونَ

 

And rely not on the evildoers, so that the Fire touches you—you have no
protectors apart from God—and then you will not be helped.

They are appointed to always obey God, the Most Exalted, and no
one else:

Sūrat al-Bayyinah (98):5

وما امروا ا ليعبدُوا اللَّـه مخْلصين لَه الدِّين حنَفَاء ويقيموا الصَةَ
ةمِالْقَي كَ دِينذَٰلاةَ ۚ وكتُوا الزويو

 

They were commanded only to serve God, devoting themselves to Him, men of
pure faith, and to perform the prayer, and pay the alms—that is the religion of
the True.

If it is not possible to perform one’s duties, one has to abandon
one’s homeland:

Sūrat al-Nisāʾ (4):97

انَّ الَّذِين تَوفَّاهم الْمَئةُ ظَالم انفُسهِم قَالُوا فيم كنتُم ۖ قَالُوا كنَّا
مستَضعفين ف ارضِ ۚ قَالُوا الَم تَن ارض اللَّـه واسعةً
فَتُهاجِروا فيها ۚ فَاولَـٰئكَ ماواهم جهنَّم ۖ وساءت مصيرا



 

And those the angels take, while still they are wronging themselves—the
angels will say, “In what circumstances were you?” They will say, “We were
abased in the earth.” The angels will say, “But was not God’s earth wide, so
that you might have emigrated in it?” Such men, their refuge shall be Hell—an
evil abode!

One should refuse obedience to anyone other than God, and in
consequence one should not be anxious about loss of home or even
death:

Sūrat al-ʿAnkabūt (29):57

كل نَفْسٍ ذَائقَةُ الْموتِ ۖ ثُم الَينَا تُرجعونَ
 

Every soul shall taste of death; then unto Us you shall be returned.

If necessary, one should stand up and fight:

Sūrat al-Ḥajj (22):39-41

لَقَدِير مرِهنَص َلع نَّ اللَّـهاوا ۚ ومظُل منَّهقَاتَلُونَ بِاي لَّذِينذِنَ لا
﴿٣٩﴾ الَّذِين اخْرِجوا من دِيارِهم بِغَيرِ حق ا ان يقُولُوا ربنَا

عبِيو عاموص تدِّمضٍ لَّهعم بِبهضعب النَّاس اللَّـه فْعد لَوو ۗ اللَّـه
وصلَوات ومساجِدُ يذْكر فيها اسم اللَّـه كثيرا ۗ ولَينصرنَّ اللَّـه من
ينصره ۗ انَّ اللَّـه لَقَوِي عزِيز ﴿٤٠﴾ الَّذِين ان منَّاهم ف ارضِ



اقَاموا الصَةَ وآتَۇا الزكاةَ وامروا بِالْمعروفِ ونَهوا عن الْمنرِ ۗ
وللَّـه عاقبةُ امورِ ﴿٤١﴾

 

(39) Permission is given to those who fight because they were wronged—surely
God is able to help them – (40) who were expelled from their homes without
cause, except that they say “Our Lord is God.” Had God not driven back the
people, some by the means of others, there would have been destroyed
cloisters and churches, oratories and mosques, wherein God’s Name is much
mentioned. Assuredly God will help him who helps Him—surely God is All-
strong, All-mighty (41) who, if We establish them in the land, perform the
prayer, and pay the alms, and bid to honor, and forbid dishonor; and unto God
belongs the issue of all affairs.

Even if killed, God’s Will is more precious than the blessings of this
world:

Sūrat Āl ʿImrān (3):156

يا ايها الَّذِين آمنُوا  تَونُوا كالَّذِين كفَروا وقَالُوا خْوانهِم اذَا
ضربوا ف ارضِ او كانُوا غُزى لَّو كانُوا عندَنَا ما ماتُوا وما قُتلُوا
اللَّـهو ۗ يتميو ِيحي اللَّـهو ۗ قُلُوبِهِم ةً فرسكَ حذَٰل اللَّـه لعجيل

يرصلُونَ بما تَعبِم
 

O believers, be not as the unbelievers who say to their brothers, when they
journey in the land, or are upon expeditions, “If they had been with us, they
would not have died or been slain”—that God may make that an anguish in
their hearts. For God gives life, and He makes to die; and God sees the things
that you do.



In the end, victory is for the folks of God:

Sūrat al-Mujādalah (58):21

زِيزع قَوِي نَّ اللَّـها ۚ لسرنَا وا نبغْل اللَّـه تَبك
 

God has written, “I shall assuredly be victorious, I and My Messengers.” Surely
God is All-strong, All-mighty.


