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Sunni-Shia Divide 

The divide between Sunni-Shia Muslims has religious and political implications. Using an article from 
the Council on Foreign Relations, please answer the following questions on a separate piece of paper. 
http://www.cfr.org/peace-conflict-and-human-rights/sunni-shia-divide/p33176?cid=otr-partner_sit

e-Newsweek-Sunni_shia-12_14_14#!/ 

1. To what extent are political disputes and conflicts in the Middle East rooted in sectarian 
differences, and to what extent are they rooted in more immediate political issues of the 
distribution of power and wealth in the region? 

2. Sectarian conflicts seem to be more common where state authority is weak or where the state has 
collapsed. Why? 

3. Are the Sunni and Shia sects themselves monolithic? Discuss the differences within each sect. 

4. In which countries of the Middle East are Shias a majority of the population? A plurality of the 
population? An important minority of the population? 

5. Are Alawis Shia? Is the alliance between Iran and the Assad government in Syria basically a 
sectarian alliance? What other factors are involved in that alliance? 

6. Why has sectarianism become such an important element of current conflicts in the Middle East? 
Trace the recent development of sectarian tensions in the region. 

7. Are there conflicts in the region where sectarianism does NOT play a significant role? If so, what 
sets them apart from conflicts where sectarianism is a major factor? 

8. To what extent is the rivalry for regional leadership between Iran and Saudi Arabia a sectarian 
conflict, and to what extent is it simply a power contest? 

9. Iraq's Shia-led government lost control of many Sunni-majority cities and towns after U.S. forces 
left the country. What can the Iraqi government do to confront Sunni extremists without 
alienating the entire sect? Can Iraq remain intact despite its divide? 

10. Should the United States have a policy on the Sunni-Shia conflict? Is there anything that the U.S. 
government can do to prevent sectarian conflicts from breaking out and help end those that have 
erupted? 
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