
Sunni and Shia                                                           extracted from  "Daddy Why…..?"  ©  David Foster 2016                             Page 1 of 4 

SUNNI and SHIA 

 

Islam 

Islam is the world's second largest faith with more than 1.6 billion followers (about 23% of Earth's population) 

and arguably the fastest growing major religion in the world. Islam (as a noun) is the religion and belief, meaning 

"voluntary submission to God", who is known as "Allah".. Muslim (as a noun) is  someone who practices Islam, 

whereas Muslim (as an adjective) is interchangeable with Islamic. 

 

Muslims believe Islam was introduced to humanity in the 7th century, when the angel Gabriel appeared to the 

prophet Muhammed to reveal verses sent by Allah. The words are believed to have been written down during 

Muhammed's lifetime, forming the Muslim holy book the Koran (or Quran). The Koran is the principal religious 

text of Islam and includes much of the narrative already contained in Jewish and Christian scriptures. Six 

prominent prophets are venerated: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammed; and four lesser 

prophets: Ishmael, Isaac, Mary (mother of Jesus), and Abdul-Muttalib (grandfather of Muhammed).  

 

Muslims believe that Allah is the one and only God and obedience to the will of Allah, who created and rules 

everything, is at the heart of all Muslims' faith. Committed Muslims expect to spend their lives serving God, living 

according to the Five Pillars of Islam. The first (Shahada) involves making the declaration: "I bear witness that 

there is no God but God, I bear witness that Muhammed is the prophet of God." The second (Salat) involves 

performing ritual prayers five times daily. Zakat means paying alms for the poor, while Sawm involves fasting for 

the month of Ramadan. Those who are able to, must make the pilgrimage or "Hajj", to the Saudi Arabian city of 

Mecca (Islam's holiest site) at least once in their life. A committed Muslim believes that fulfilling these obligations 

demonstrates that he is putting his faith before anything else. 

 

A Muslim place of worship is known (in English and French) as a mosque, "masjid" in Arabic. Although a special 

building is not required for worship, many mosques have minarets from which the call to prayer is made. Before 

entering a mosque, worshippers must remove their shoes and conduct a ritual washing. Everyone sits on the 

floor and is considered equal. Women can attend mosques, but must sit apart from men. It is commonplace for 

women to pray at home instead. 

 

Much as the Christian religion is broadly divided between the Catholic (and Orthodox) and the Protestant 

denominations (see note* below), Muslims are also divided between two main denominations, the Sunni and the 

Shia (or Shi'ite). The split originates in a dispute soon after the death of the prophet Muhammed over who 

should lead the Muslim community. The great majority of Muslims are Sunni, estimated as somewhere between 

85% and 90%.  

 

Members of the two sects have co-existed for centuries and share many fundamental beliefs and practices. 

Though they may not interact much outside the public sphere, there are always exceptions. In urban Iraq, for 

instance, intermarriage between Sunnis and Shia was, until recently, quite common. The differences lie in the 

fields of doctrine, ritual, law, theology and religious organisation and their leaders also often seem to be in 

competition. From Lebanon and Syria to Iraq and Pakistan, many recent conflicts have emphasised the 

sectarian divide, tearing communities apart, not unlike the conflicts that took place between Catholics and 

Protestants in the 16th and 17th centuries. 

 

Sunni 

Sunni Muslims regard themselves as the orthodox and traditionalist branch of Islam. The word Sunni comes 

from "Ahl al-Sunna", the people of the tradition. The tradition in this case refers to practices based on precedent 

or reports of the actions of the prophet Muhammed and those close to him. Sunnis venerate all the prophets 

mentioned in the Koran, but particularly Muhammed as the final prophet. All subsequent Muslim leaders are 

seen as temporal figures. In contrast to the Shia, Sunni religious teachers and leaders have historically come 

under state control. The Sunni tradition also emphasises a codified system of Islamic law and adherence to four 

schools of law. 

 

Shia 

In early Islamic history the Shia were a political faction - literally "Shiat Ali" or the party of Ali. The Shia claimed 

the right of Ali, the son-in-law of the prophet Muhammed, and his descendants, to lead the Islamic community. 

Ali was killed as a result of intrigues, violence and civil wars which marred his caliphate. His sons, Hassan and 
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Hussein, were denied what they thought was their legitimate right of accession to the caliphate. Hassan is 

believed to have been poisoned by the first caliph (leader of Muslims) of the Omayad dynasty. His brother, 

Hussein, was killed on the battlefield along with members of his family, after being invited by supporters to Kufa 

(the seat of the caliphate of Ali) where they promised to swear allegiance to him. These events gave rise to the 

Shia concept of martyrdom and the rituals of grieving. There is a distinctive messianic element to the faith and 

the Shia have a hierarchy of clerics who practise independent and ongoing interpretation of Islamic texts.  

 

Estimates of the number of Shia range from 120 to 170 million, roughly one-tenth of all Muslims. Shia Muslims 

are in the majority in Iran, Iraq, Bahrain, Azerbaijan and, according to some estimates, Yemen. There are large 

Shia communities in Afghanistan, India, Kuwait, Lebanon, Pakistan, Qatar, Syria, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and the 

United Arab Emirates.. 

 

Sectarian conflicts 

Arab nationalism was developed aggressively by a series of powerful key leaders from the 1950s onwards, with 

principal events being the seizure of power by Nasser in Egypt in 1958 and the overthrow of the Shah of Iran in 

1979, followed by a series of protracted conflicts, particularly in Iran, Lebanon, Iraq and Syria from 1973 until the 

present day (2015). The nationalist Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party was established in 1966 and led by al-Assad 

(father and son) in Syria and by Saddam Hussein in Iraq. These men held minority power over the religious 

majorities of their respective countries.  

 

In countries that have been governed by Sunnis, Shias tend to make up the poorest sections of society and they 

often see themselves as victims of discrimination and oppression. Some extremist Sunni doctrines have 

preached hatred of Shias. The Iranian revolution of 1979 launched a radical Shia Islamist agenda that was 

perceived as a challenge to conservative Sunni regimes, particularly in the Persian Gulf region. Tehran's policy 

of supporting Shia militias and parties beyond its borders was matched by the Gulf States, which strengthened 

their links to Sunni governments and movements abroad. During the civil war in Lebanon, Shias gained a strong 

political voice through the military activities of Hezbollah (supported by Shia Iran). In Pakistan and Afghanistan, 

hardline Sunni militant groups, such as the Taliban (supported by Sunni Saudi Arabia), have often attacked Shia 

places of worship.  

 

In Iraq, Saddam Hussein imposed Sunni rule over a majority Shia population and was particularly harsh in his 

oppression of the Shia, but also of the Sunni Kurds. Upon his overthrow in 2003, he was replaced by Shi'ite al-

Mouliki, who then oppressed the Sunni minority, particularly in the central region around Baghdad. In Syria, the 

al-Assad presidents are Alawites, a Syrian (12% of population) and Lebanese Shia sect honouring Ali, son-in-

law of the prophet Muhammed. Their rule has also been dominated by harsh suppression of the Sunni majority 

and of the Kurds and led in 2011 to the Sunni uprising and subsequently to the emergence of the extreme Sunni 

rebel force ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria). Young Sunni men in both Iraq and Syria have joined the rebel 

groups, many of which echo the hardline ideology of al-Qaeda. Meanwhile, many of their counterparts from the 

Shia community have been fighting for, or alongside Syrian government forces. 

 

 

(For more detailed Islamic histories, see also separate pieces entitled Arab Nations and Islamic 

Empires) 

 

 

 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ ---- 

*note 

Observance of the Christian religion is broadly divided between the Catholic (and Orthodox) and the Protestant 

denominations. In simple terms the Protestants do not accept the authority and infallibility of the priesthood, nor 

its role as a conduit between man and God; do not worship Mary (mother of Jesus) and saints; do not accept 

that penance and absolution can be granted in return for gracious acts; and believe that the eucharist bread and 

wine are not actually the body and blood of Christ, but simply represent these.   
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The Middle East and North Africa are home to around 20% of Muslims. Accurate figures for the breakdown of 

the Muslim population into the various denominations are not available as almost no censuses or surveys ask 

Muslims about which they are. So the maps below show the estimated distribution of the Sunni and Shia 

populations within a percentage range of the total population. 

 

 
 

 
 
Percentages of religious populations in the Middle East 

 Sunni Shia Christian Other 

Jordan 92 2 6 0 

Saudi Arabia 85 15 0 0 

Turkey 80 15 0 5 

Qatar (Doha) 77 0 8 15 

Syria 72 0 10 18 

Lebanon 27 27 40 6 

Bahrain 28 53 9 10 

Iraq 32 63 5 0 

Iran 8 90 0 2 
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KURDS  

Kurdistan, the homeland of the Kurdish people, extends across adjacent areas of the modern countries of 

Turkey, Iraq, Syria, Iran and Armenia, where this minority population has been persecuted by most of the 

governments of these states and most recently by the extremist rebel forces of ISIS. The number of Kurds living 

in southwest Asia is estimated at 26-34 million, with another one or two million living in diaspora. Kurds are the 

fourth largest ethnicity in western Asia after the Arabs, Persians and Turks. Kurds comprise anywhere from 18% 

to 25% of the population in Turkey, 15-25% in Iraq, 9% in Syria, 10% in Iran and 1.3% in Armenia. In all of these 

countries except Iran, Kurds form the second largest ethnic group. Roughly 55% of the world's Kurds live in 

Turkey, about 18% each in Iran and Iraq, and around 5% in Syria. Today, the majority of Kurds are Sunni 

Muslim, belonging to the Shafi belief. There is also a minority of (Fayli) Kurds who are Shia Muslims, primarily 

living in the northern provinces of Iran, central and south eastern Iraq.  

 

Kurdish Yarsan 

Ahl-i Haqq (Yarsan) is an amalgamated religion founded in the late 14th century in western Iran. Most of its 

adherents, totalling around one million, are Kurds. The Yarsan are expected to strive for the four qualities of 

purity, rectitude, self-effacement and self-abnegation. Many of the religion's features are also found in Yazidism, 

another Kurdish faith, in Zoroastrianism and in Shia extremist groups. Certainly, the names and religious 

terminology of the Yarsan are often explicitly of Muslim origin. Unlike other indigenous Persianate faiths, 

the Yarsan explicitly reject class, caste and rank, which sets them apart from the Yazidi and Zoroastrians. The 

Ahl-i Haqq consider the Bektashi and Alevi as kindred communities. 

 

Kurdish Yazidi 

Yazidism is another amalgamated religion practised among Kurdish communities, founded by a 12th century 

mystic from Lebanon, with numbers exceeding a half million. According to Yazidi beliefs, God created the world 

but left it in the care of seven holy beings or angels, the most prominent being the Peacock Angel, God's 

representative on earth. Yazidis believe in the periodic reincarnation of these holy beings in human form. 

 

Kurdish Jews 

Judaism is still practised in very small numbers across Kurdistan. There are however some 200,000 Kurdish 

Jews, residing in Israel. The Jews of Kurdistan migrated to Palestine during previous centuries but the 

overwhelming majority of the Kurdish Jews fled to Israel together with Iraqi Jews during 1950–1952. 
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