 The argument dates back to the death in 632 of Islam’s founder, the Prophet Muhammad.
 Tribal Arabs who followed him were split over who should inherit what was both a political and a
religious office. The majority, who would go on to become known as the Sunnis, and today make
up 80% of Muslims, backed Abu Bakr, a friend of the Prophet and father of his wife Aisha.
 Others thought Muhammad’s kin the rightful successors. They claimed the Prophet had anointed
Ali, his cousin and son-in-law—they became known as the Shia, a contraction of "shiaat Ali", the
partisans of Ali.
o Abu Bakr’s backers won out, though Ali did briefly rule as the fourth caliph, the title given
to Muhammad’s successors.


Islam's split was cemented when Ali’s son Hussein was killed in 680 in Karbala (modern Iraq) by
the ruling Sunni caliph’s troops. Sunni rulers continued to monopolise political power, while the
Shia lived in the shadow of the state, looking instead to their imams, the first twelve of whom were
descended directly from Ali, for guidance. As time went on the religious beliefs of the two groups
started to diverge.

 Muslims all agree that Allah is the only God and Muhammad his messenger. They follow five
ritualistic pillars of Islam, including Ramadan, the month of fasting, and share a holy book, the
Koran.
o Sunnis rely heavily on the practice of the Prophet and his teachings (the “sunna”), the Shia
see their ayatollahs as reflections of God on earth. This has led Sunnis to accuse Shia of
heresy, while Shia point out that Sunni dogmatism has led to extremist sects such as the
puritanical Wahhabis. Most Shia sects place importance on the belief that the twelfth and
final imam is hidden (called "in occultation") and will reappear one day to fulfill divine will.
Meanwhile, their sense of marginalisation and oppression has led to mourning ceremonies
such as ashura, when followers flagellate themselves to commemorate Hussein’s death at
Karbal

Muhammad bin Abd al Wahhab, whose name is the source of the word “Wahhabi,” founded a religious
movement in the Arabian peninsula during the eighteenth century (1703-1791) that sought to reverse what
he perceived as the moral decline of his society. In particular, Abd al Wahhab denounced many popular
Islamic beliefs and practices as idolatrous. Ultimately, he encouraged a “return” to the pure and orthodox
practice of the “fundamentals” of Islam, as embodied in the Quran and in the life of the Prophet
Muhammad.1
 There has never been a clash between the Shia and Sunni on the scale of the Thirty Years War,
which saw Christian sects fight each other in 17th-century Europe with great loss of life. This is
partly because the Shias, ever mindful of their minority status, retreated.
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