
10.13 Explaining the Shia-Sunni Divide 

Sources: https://www.cfr.org/interactives/sunni-shia-divide#!/sunni-shia-divide 

 

Background: Sometimes what appear to be religious conflicts mask deeper divisions. There are over 1.5 

billion Muslims in the world today. Fifteen percent identify as Shia; 85% as Sunni Religious tension 

between Shia and Sunni appear to be behind many of the armed conflicts tearing apart the Middle East, 

North Africa, and southwest and central Asia. The split originated with the death of the Islamic prophet 

Mohammed in 632 AD and disagreement among his followers over his successor. The group that 

eventually became the Sunni favored Abu Bakr as caliph or leader of the Islamic community. Abu Bak 

was a prominent follower of Mohammed, but not a relative. A second group supported Mohammed’s 

cousin and son-in-law Ali ibn Abi Talib. This group became the Shias. While most Arab Muslims became 

Sunni, many non-Arabs, especially Persians, were attracted to the Shia group. With the eclipse of Arab 

power, the Ottoman Turkish empire became the bastion of Sunni Islam, and after the breakup of the 

Ottoman empire following World War I, Sunni leadership gradually shifted to the House of Saud and the 

oil-rich kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Meanwhile the modern nation of Iran is the leader of Shia Islam. 

Rather than theological differences, the Shia-Sunni divide may well reflect regional geopolitical struggles 

for influence between the Ottoman Turks and Persia and more recently between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

 

Instructions: Examine the two maps. In your opinion, how do the maps help explain the Sunni-Shia 

divide in the world today?  

 

The Rise and Decline of the Ottoman Turkish Empire 1300-1900 

 
 

  



Religious Composition of the Middle East 

 
 

 


