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ASHURA

Guidance for Schools

1. 
Introduction

The 10th day of Muharram (the first month of the Islamic calendar) is known as Ashura. For some Muslims, especially the Shi’a community this day commemorates the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, grandson of the Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him (pbuh). It is a day of mourning with strong emotions being expressed in the many customs and activities associated with this day. 

The main denominational difference within the Islamic community between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims is based on difference in opinion about how the Muslim Ummah, or community, was to be led after the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh).  The majority, Sunni Muslims (numbering about 90% of the World’s Muslim population) favoured the prophet’s first most companion, Abu Bakr. Shi’a Muslims take the view that Imam Ali (Imam Hussein’s father), the cousin and son-in-law as well as the companion of the Prophet (pbuh) was the natural rightful successor.

There is only a small minority of Shi’a Muslims in Bradford schools and some headteachers and staff will already be aware of Ashura but there are many more that are not familiar with these customs and traditions. Bradford Council has produced this guidance in consultation with the Council for Mosques including some leading members of the local Shi’a Muslim community. The guidance is aimed at raising awareness and offers advice to schools on how to manage situations if they arise. 

2. 
Background
In 680 C.E. Imam Hussein and members of his family were martyred during a battle against the then ruling Caliph on the 10th day of Muharram (Ashura). This took place on the field of Karbala in modern-day Iraq, which is now a pilgrimage site for Shi'a Muslims. The first 10 days of Muharram are designated for mourning and remembrance through prayers and special religious ceremonies.   

On the tenth day of Muharram the Shi’a community attempt to re-live the tragedy through prayers, ceremonies and processions to keep the lessons of this event alive. As a part of this, some Shi’a Muslims observe Ashura with a traditional flagellation ceremony called zanjeer zani or zanjeer matam. This involves the use of a zanjeer (a chain with a set of curved knives at the end) where they beat themselves to express their grief and to re-enact the pain that Imam Hussein suffered. The matam ceremony with the use of zanjeers is not obligatory and many observe it by a soft beating of the chest.

3.  
Bradford’s Shi’a Community 

It is important for school staff to know that there are different denominations within the Muslim community some of whom will have different beliefs and practises, and that not all Muslims approve of all the activities that are carried out piously in the name of Islam by their fellow Muslims. 

The Shi’a Muslim community in Bradford is comparatively small but growing with an estimated 700 households. There are only two Shi’a mosques in Bradford. Children from Shi’a Muslim communities are more likely to be dispersed in many LA schools and not distinguishable from other Muslim children. For example, they will attend Muslim faith assemblies alongside Sunni Muslim pupils in school.  

In Bradford, the public commemorative activities carried out during Ashura is gaining greater prominence each year and pupils will be involved along with other members of their families. As in other parts of the world, the public events associated with Ashura include processions and gatherings for prayers which often become very emotional. It is common for male adult Shi’a Muslims to express their emotion in physical ways which may consist of just a soft beating of the chest with their hands and in extreme cases the use zanjeers.  Any resulting marks on the body are seen as an indication of piety and of a passionate wish to identify with the suffering of Imam Hussein. 

The use of zanjeers is contentious within the Shi’a world and Shi’a religious organisations differ as to the value of such an act. According to one of the UK’s most prominent Shi’a religious organisation, the Khoei Foundation the matam ceremony is “neither obligatory nor recommended…it is merely permissible”.  Those who wish to participate fully in such ceremonies see it as a matter of personal choice and view it as a right to practise their religion and belief under Article 9 of the Convention of Human Rights Act (HRA) 1998: Freedom of Thought, Conscience and Religion. 

There have been reported cases, both locally and nationally, where children as young as primary school age pupils have participated in the matam ceremony with the use of zanjeers. One such case in Bradford involved a 10 year old boy which was referred to the Child Protection Agency. It was decided, at the end of the Police investigation, that “the boy was old enough to decide whether to flagellate or not”. (New Statesman, 6 June 2005)

Article 9 of the HRA may conflict with Section 1(1) of the Children and Young Persons Act 1933 – one of willful neglect in a manner likely to cause a child unnecessary suffering and injury. In one particular case, the New Statesman (June 2005) reported that the opinion of the Crown Prosecution Service was that it is possible to prosecute but this can only be successful where there is evidence that the parents were neglectful. However, they did not consider it in the public interest to prosecute on that occasion as the parents ‘had co-operated fully’.

Ashura happens once a year and how school age children participate in the matam ceremony is the responsibility of parents even though the use of zanjeers is a matter of personal choice. This can make it difficult for authorities to deal with in the appropriate manner. Most agencies choose to work with their religious communities and support them in addressing child protection issues. 

4.
Advice to Schools 

Schools will have concerns about the religious and cultural practices which affect pupils and will need to deal with them in an appropriate manner. It is important to be aware that there are practices within other faiths, including Christianity, in which pious believers voluntarily take on pain and suffering which sometimes result in bodily injuries. 

Bradford Council’s Children’s Services has consulted the Council for Mosques and clerics from the Shi’a Muslim community. Initial discussions have been encouraging and it has been agreed that wider consultation is required to include the police, social services and education professionals with scholars and clerics from the Shi’a religious community. 

As an interim arrangement, clerics from the Shi’a community with support from the Council for Mosques have agreed that they will recommend that children under the age of 18 should not practice matam with the use of zanjeers.
Schools should consult parents and their local Shi’a Muslim communities if they require further information about Ashura.

Where they have child protection concerns about pupils taking part in, or witnessing, such activities they should follow their usual safeguarding procedures.

Further information and advice can be sought from:

Interfaith Education Centre: 
Mohammed Saleem 
01274 439376
Education Social Work Service: 
Waheeda Shah 

01274 439684
Diversity and Cohesion: 

Geraldine Cooper 

01274 439378
Council for Mosques: 

Ishtiaq Ahmed 

01274 521792
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