So What’s the Deal With 

Sunnis and Shiites?

*With regard to your upcoming test, you will only be responsible for understanding what led to the ORIGINAL division between Sunnis and Shiites and for knowing that Sunnis make up the majority of Muslims in the world.  

As you already know from our study of the rise and spread of Islam, the original reason why the Muslim society split between the Sunnis and the Shiites was because of a dispute over the issue of who should become the caliph after Muhammad died.  Shiites believed that Muhammad’s successors must be descendants from his family—his bloodline, while Sunnis believed the caliph should be chosen by the people and that he must follow the example of Muhammad (the Sunna).  As time went on, however, both groups developed their own customs and interpretations of the Muslim faith that further divided them.


The majority of Muslims in the world are Sunnis (approximately 90 percent of the 1.4 billion members of the faith), however because we are fighting a war in Iraq, where the majority of Muslims are Shiites, and because, sadly, they are fighting and killing each other over their differences, this split is very prevalent in the news today. (Incidentally, 89% of Iran’s population is also Shiite.)  Although Sadaam Hussein was a ruthless dictator who was feared by his people, his strict controls over the public prevented Sunnis and Shiites from the regular violent clashes they are experiencing today.  Now that he has been executed, and the country is in a state of war and change, this division has erupted in violence as both Sunnis and Shiites fight for a share of the power in their country.   (Sadaam was a Sunni—when some Shiites were accused of plotting his assassination—he had more than 100 of them executed.)


The anger between the two groups started in the years after Muhammad’s death when Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, was murdered.  A Sunni sect, the Umayyad, then took over leadership of the Muslim empire.  The conflict worsened in 680 when Ali’s son, Hussein (who was also trying to claim power) was captured along with 72 of his men after being surrounded by Umayyad forces in Iraq.  He and his men were beheaded and their women were taken captive.  The Shiites have never forgotten who was responsible for Hussein (Ali’s son’s) death, and they honor that day each year by whipping themselves with chains and slashing their bodies with swords to show their grief.


For hundreds of years after these events, Sunnis and Shiites lived in relative peace with each other, however as modern communication, transportation, and the creation of national boundaries led to the establishment of major cities, many Sunnis and Shiites found themselves living close to each other, and at times the history of unsettled matters of the past resurfaced and tensions rose again.  

The militant Islamic terror cells that you hear so much about today including the Taliban in Afghanistan and al-Queda are part of a fundamentalist Sunni sect called Wahhabi.  They promote violence toward the Shiites and some think help fund the violence against them in Iraq.  Even people in what is considered less conservative Muslim countries like Saudi Arabia discriminate against Shiites and paint them negatively in children’s textbooks.  Many Sunnis accuse Shiites as being heathens (people who are godless, have no religion, or are pagans).  


In Iraq today, both Sunnis and Shiites have their own militias that they use against each other.  And although Shiites want U.S. soldiers to withdraw to their bases, the Sunnis worry that this would leave the government in Iraq dominated by Shiites that would lead to massacres of the Sunni people.  Many Shiites have risen to power in Iraq and have taken jobs in Iraqi security forces.  You can see why this would worry the Sunnis if U.S. forces were to leave Iraq and leave the Shiites in a position of power that they might abuse over the Sunnis living there.  


Listed below are a few of the differences between the two groups.  I have simplified them so that we can understand them, but they are certainly more issues that divide them than I have included here.

	SUNNIS
	SHIITES

	Believe caliph need only follow the Sunna—caliph chosen by the people
	Believe that the caliph should be a descendant of Muhammad; do not recognize the authority of the Sunna

	Make up the majority of Muslims worldwide
	Make up the majority of Muslims in Iraq and Iran and a few other small countries in the Middle East

	Claim that the Shi’a have distorted the meaning of various passages in the Qur’an
	Claim that the Sunni have distorted the meaning of various passages in the Qur’an

	Forbid imams from having a higher spiritual status
	Imams (the title for Muslim spiritual leader/chief—kind of like a priest) hold a higher spiritual status than other people

	Feel they practice a more pure form of Islam
	Tend to be more concerned with death, and the ultimate destiny of the world—the end of time

	Feel Shiites are idolaters—that they worship false idols (objects) or gods
	

	Are afraid of Shiites holding too much power in Iraq—U.S. forces leaving—and then putting them at risk
	Are growing increasingly powerful in Iraq as many are training to be a part of the Iraqi security force and are assuming powerful positions in the new government there


Follow-Up Questions

1. What is the original reason for the Sunni/Shiite split?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. The majority of Muslims are _______________.

3. The majority of Muslims in Iraq are ______________.

4. Name two militant Islamic terror cells.

a.

b.

5. What Muslim group do these terror cells target? ___________
6. Why are the Sunnis in Iraq afraid of the U.S. soldiers leaving?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________
7. Why are the Sunnis in Iraq afraid of Shiites having government power?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________
