Intra-Faith Relations in Islam, and its Impact on Religious Diversity?
Introduction
The Islamic has over the years been integrally involved in inter-faith relations across the world, particularly following the September 11th event New York (Smith, 2007; Ahmed, 2015). This is because increasingly, people see dialogue as a means to reduces prejudice. As Jane Smith rightly observed, people learn more about their own religion when they learn about another (Smith, 2007). Hence the purpose of interfaith as Abdul-Azim Ahmed observed, is not so much religious syncretism but dialogue and engagement – to ensure that religious identities are sources of strength rather than means of division (Ahmed, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk502451801]To achieve this, however, the religious community including Christians and Muslims must acknowledge the intra-faith relations within the various traditions, and how these relations affect interfaith dialogue. In this essay, we shall explore the intra-faith relations in Islam focusing on the issues of leadership succession and the place of women in Islam as issues that have spurred significant tension, especially between the Sunni-Shia traditions dating back to the first century of Islamic society. These issues continue to be evoked by both outsiders to indict Islam, and by insiders to defend practices they oppose or favour. But more importantly, they have also spurred significant division within the Islamic community such that William Graham argues that there is currently ‘no single entity called "Islam," only the various "Islams” of local contexts’ (Graham, 1993:495).
This essay examines the issues of gender and leadership successions in Islam, and how they have contributed to the intrafaith relations within the religion. Also, at the heart of the debate is the question of the interpretation of the sacred texts (Qur’an and the Hadith), and how they influences the way the believers relate to issues of religoius beliefs. As Graham further argued, the danger of interpretative generalisation is often more reductionist in Islam than are in other religions (Graham, 1993:495). To understand this therefore, the essay, in its final section explores how various cultures, and traditions across the globe are influencing the way scriptural provisions are increasingly receiving new meanings and interpretations. Additionally, we explored the interfaith dimensions of some of the issues discussed to argue that these matters are often not exclusive to any particular religion, but are major characteristics of faith traditions. 
Gender Issues in Islam
The place of women in Islam can be historically linked to the Jahilia marriage practices in the Pre-Islamic Arabia. According to Aurang Zeb Azmi, marriage is very significant in Pre-Islamic Arabia for reasons including to produce the manpower who will be able to fight against their enemies (Azmi, 2016). It is important to note that in Pre-Islamic Arabia, trade and conquest are their major means of livelihood. This has a direct significance for the female offsprings who are often killed for the simple reason of being female. According to Leila Ahmed, the practice of infanticide apparently limited to only female ‘is indicative of the belief that women are flawed and expendable’ (Ahmed, 1992:41). The Quran also spoke against this practice Surah, 16:58-59:
And when one of them is informed of [the birth of] a female, his face becomes dark, and he suppresses grief. He hides himself from the people because of the ill of which he has been informed. Should he keep it in humiliation or bury it in the ground? Unquestionably, evil is what they decide.
The advent of Islam, however, saw to the banning of this practice in many Arabic communities, a gesture that is often referred to in the argument that Islam improved the position of women in all respects, an argument that has recently attracted a good deal of criticism for being too simplistic. One of the main critics is Leila Ahmed.  Ahmed argued that the situation of women in the Jahilia system varied among different communities in Arabia. In his comparative analysis, Ahmed made an interesting observation on the narratives of two of Mohammad’s wives: Khadija bint Khuwaylid and Aisha bint Abu Bakr. Khadija, Mohammad’s first wife was a very wealthy woman who, before her marriage had been Mohammad’s employer for eight years. Despite that she was fifteen years older than him, she remained his only wife until her death at sixty-five. Khadija occupies a very important place in the history and formation of Islam, and, it was the Jahilia society, rather than the Islam that shaped her conduct and possibilities. 
Aisha on the other hand, who’s narrative occurred during the Islamic era presenting an alternative picture. She was nine or ten when she was married to the established prophet and leader of Islam. a marriage that turns to be highly polygamous. Soon after her marriage, Aisha and her co-wives began to observe the new custom of veiling and seclusion, a subject that in recent times has generated several rhetorics (Ahmed, 1992). 
It is important as Ahmed observed that, veiling was not introduced into Arabia by Muhammad; it had existed before him among some classes of people especially among the rich, however, some of the earliest Muslima like Aisha deem it an appropriate way to show their modesty to veil themselves. The Quran is, also not explicitly clear on how and who should wear the hijab other than that God recommends it for the wives of the Prophet for the purposes of purity and seclusion (Ahmed, 1992:55). 
 However, over the years, veiling has come to be seen as a symbol of Muslim identity, and in some instances, especially in Europe and North America, public debate around the subject have often evoked stereotypical images associating the practice with ‘gendered oppression’ and religious extremism (Sinclair, 2012). Even though one could argue for the practical functions of the veil such as providing comfort, warmth and protection from the sun, some western societies further frown on the practice on the ground of perceived security, health, and safety issues. 
On the other hand, in countries like Saudi Arabia, Iran and parts of Indonesia, particular forms of veiling have been associated with the virtues of decency, dignity, respectability, and responsible citizenship (Sinclair, 2012). Hence, in these countries, veiling for women has been legally enforced in public spaces (Jardim, 2003). Still yet for others, veiling is not just a legislative requirement or attempt to uphold certain moral standards; it is simply, a core part of the way they choose to practise their religion (Jardim, 2003). As Reina Lewis rightly observes; on the issue of veling, both ‘adherents and opponents claim their understanding of the significance of the veil is the one and true meaning’ (Lewis, 2003:10). This ambivalence associated with the practice make any engagement with the subject  hazy, fluid and lacking contextualisation. 
The Succession of Mohammad
The issue of succession is extremely important for emerging religions as it often hold the key to continuity. At the time of his death, Mohammad had almost all the Arabian Peninsula under his control. In addition, he founded the Islamic State of Madinah where he operates as the head of state and government (Khel, 1985). However, there were possible threats from the north by Byzantium, which encouraged the northern tribes to defect. Badawi noted that the prophet had already organized an army camped outside Madinah under the leadership of Usāmah ibn Zaid with orders to march to the borders of Syria, deter Byzantium, and subdue the northern tribes. It was while the army was waiting in the camp for order from the Prophet that the news of his death arrived (Badawi, 2005). For Badawi, this looming threat may have contributed to the need to, as a matter of urgency reorganise around a new leader to defend the faith and administer the polity left behind by the Holy Prophet. The question of who should assume the new mantle of leadership, however, led to honest differences of opinions among the Muslim faithful, and an unending controversy between Sunnis and Shi'a Muslims (Khel, 1985). 
According to Shi'ah scholars, Caliphate or Imamate is not a matter of expediency but a metaphysical necessity, and one of the fundamentals of the faith (Khel, 1985). The Shi’ites adduce that Mohammad indeed chooses a successor in the person of his first cousin and son-in-law Ali ibn Abī Ṭalib. Several sources in the Qur’an and Hadith have been alluded to as instances that the Prophet affirms Ali’s high spiritual rank (Graham, 1993; Shah-Kazemi, 2005). The most significant, and often debated of these, however, is the event of Ghadīr Khumm, during Mohammad’s last pilgrimage to Mecca in 632 CE where he delivered a sermon (other traditions says he held the hand of Ali) that culminated in the saying; "For whoever I am the mawlā (guardian, master, close friend), Ali is his mawlā” (Shah-Kazemi, 2005). For the Shi’ite, this was an explicit designation of Ali as the successor to the Prophet. Ali himself according to scholars also believe that he was the most appropriate person to succeed the Prophet given his kinship with the Prophet and his (Ali) unique merits (Badawi, 2005). To that effect, Shi’ites believed that a conspiracy among the companions of the Prophet denied Ali his rightful position, thereby plunging the community into error the instant Muhammad died (Shah-Kazemi, 2005). 
The Sunnis, on the other hand, did not deny the religious authority of Ali, and his close proximity to the Prophet. However, they hold that both Mohammad and the Qur'an are silent on the issue of succession, leaving it to the discretion of the members of the faithful to settle it in accordance with the demands and exigencies of the time, and using the Sha’ria law as a guide. Further, they argue that the various instances that the Shi’ites referred to as the prophet endorsing Ali were only indicative of the special proximity of Ali to the Prophet, but not his nomination as successor in political terms. This argument perhaps fits into the modus operandi of many religious founders, as they tend to relate to some of their followers as very close confidants, but not necessarily in ways that endorse them for succession - Jesus Christ and Buddha are few cases in point. One possible reason could be their special divine giftedness and mission which most often than not makes them irreplaceable.

Soon after the demise of the prophet, the Anṣār (the Muslim inhabitants of Madinah) convened an emergency meeting Saqīfah Banī Sā'idah and later joined by the Muhājirūn (the Muslim immigrants to Madinah) to discuss the issue of succession. It was at this meeting, after a very tumultuous debate that Abu Bakr emerged as the first Caliph - the new leader of Islam, and the political successor of the prophet. It was agreed that the Caliph was neither revealed nor was it to be a question of inheritance, as it is believed that direct divine revelation ended when the prophet died (Sowerwine, 2010). On the other hand, Shi’ites, believe that both the Prophet's religious and political authority remained united in a hereditary line of Imams, which in this case was to be Ali (Wegner, 2004). Although Sunni Muslims do not give much importance to the event at Saqīfah, Shi’ites relate to it as the turning point in Islamic history where the entire Islamic community was thrown into an unending controversy (Bodman, 2005).
Interfaith Reflections
This section draws ideas from Judaism, Christianity, and Islam to examine how religious texts influence the way believers relate to their beliefs and practices. For many believers, the sacred texts are the primary sources of authority on issues concerning life and godliness. To be a ‘good’ believer, therefore, is to believe what the scriptures say, and to act accordingly. On the other hand, because religious practices are often driven by beliefs, and indeed survived by them, it is less obvious when these beliefs are also being driven by the local cultures and practices. Furthermore, both culture and practice do change over time, and changed practice or culture can lead to change in belief. Hence, for the scriptures to continue to guide the believer over time, it requires that they are open to interpretations, and often, reinterpretations. We see evidence of these in the major world religions including Christianity, Islam, and Judaism.
To explain this further, let’s take some of the Quranic texts that are often cited to argue that Islam treats women as inferior to men: take the Surah that says, ‘men are in charge of women by [right of] what Allah has given one over the other…’. ‘So righteous women are devoutly obedient’ (Al-Nisa, 4:34). Or the line that suggests that the evidence of two female witnesses in a dispute over a commercial transaction can replace that of one man (Al-Baqara, 2: 282). Others include the texts cited for why women should cover their heads in public places while men can go with their head uncovered. These are perhaps some of the narratives that informed Ahmed’s arguments cited earlier that Arabian women tend to enjoy more privileges under the Jahilia system than they do during the Islamic era.  
The fact is, when we read texts such as the ones just cited, especially with the knowledge of the pre-Islamic Arabian culture, we are soon exposed to the reality of how culturally embedded the Islamic religion was at its inception. Notice however, that a parallel argument can also be made from narratives within Christianity or Judaism. Take for example, Paul’s letter to the Corinthians that says ‘women should remain silent in the church, for they are not allowed to speak. And if they wish to inquire about something, they should ask their own husbands at home; for it is dishonourable for a woman to speak in the church’ (1 Corinthians 14:34-35). Or the narrative in which the Jews were seeking Jesus’ permission to stone a woman caught in adultery while the man involved faces no penalty at all (John, 8:2-11). And, could the writer of the Psalms be expressing a religious opinion or a personal one when he says how blessed you will be to dash the head of Babylonian infants on the rock? (Psalms, 137:9).  
To ignore the influence of context and experiences behind these narratives is to miss understanding that many of these texts were responding directly peculiar situations. More significantly is the fact that, ongoing evidence have shown a rather significant role of women in the development and history of the traditions. Within Catholicism for example, Mary the mother of Jesus is often venerated, and prayers offered through her to Jesus. St Paul instructed; there is neither male nor female; the same God is Lord of all (Galatians 3:28). Within Islam, Khadija and Aisha, wives of Mohammad are recognised as ‘the mother of believers.’ Furthermore, both Khadija and her daughter Fatima have been regarded as two of the ‘four perfect women in the world.’ The other two were Mary the mother of Jesus and Asiya, the wife of Pharaoh who believed the message of Moses and Aaron against all odds, and at the peril of her life (Kamran, 2009). The reward for submission to Allah the Qur’an further said, is for both male and female. Surah (Al-Ahzab, 33:35). 
Moreover, contemporary evidence show that these traditions have also made considerable progress in giving equal opportunities across gender lines. For example, countries like Bangladesh and Pakistan, where Islam is the state religion have had women Prime Ministers, and have more women in their parliaments than there are in many Western countries including the US and the UK. These progresses were possible because interpretation and re-interpretations of religious provisions are ongoing processes within the traditions. Of course, gender equality continues to be a challenge for them in much the same way they are in many other societies. A major challenge however is that, often we read these narratives through our Western-hued lenses. That is, leadership succession should of necessity involve grassroots participation and acknowledge the sovereign will of the people. Because our Western-hue lenses do not see the context and the culture of the event, we are incline to condemn it as babaric and inhuman.
Conclusion
The main goal of this essay was to present a nuance approach to understanding the intra-faith relations in Islam, and their effects on the history and growth of the religion. It draws on two main narratives within the faith, namely; the role of women in Islam, and leadership succession after the death of Mohammad, and how particularly the later, forms the basis for a long history of controversies and schism that have lasted almost the entire history of the Islamic community. The essay also observed that, whereas some of these issues hold significant history to the divisions as evident in the Sunnis and Shi’ite traditions in Islam, they also, often present a distorted image of the religion to both the believers and nonbelievers who mobilises them for various personal advantages. 
On the other hand, we observed that, intrafaith issues such as the ones discussed in this essay are not peculiar to Islam or any particular religion. Instead, there are evidence of parallel narratives in many other faith traditions. In recognising this reality, we argued that some of the preconceived ideas people have concerning a particular religion should begin to appear in new light. Furthermore, we observed that religious beliefs and practices have over time seen changing understandings due to ongoing interpretations and reinterpretations of scriptural provisions. So religious traditions have not always been fundamentalist, rather, the reason the scriptures are able to continue to guide the believer over time is that, as societies evolve, and cultures change, scriptural provisions also gain new meanings and interpretations. 
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