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Sunni and Shiite Muslims: Talking to the Text 

Directions for “Talking to the Text”: As you read the article, use the space on the right side to write 

statements such as the following: (1) prediction, (2) question, (3) clarifying statement, (4) comment, or 

(5) connection. Make one statement for each paragraph.    You may also circle or highlight key words 

and phrases. 

 

The Partisans of Ali: 
The History of Islamic Conflict 

The origins of Shiaism date back to the death of the prophet Muhammad, 

in the 7th century. His cousin, Ali, was the chosen successor among only 

a minority of Muslims. They became his partisans. The majority, the 

Sunnis, favored other successors. That led to conflict. In 680, Ali's son 

Hussein was killed in battle near Karbala.  The story of Hussein's 

martyrdom is at the heart of Shia ritual and faith wherever Shiites live 

today.  Each year, Shiites commemorate Hussein's death during Ashura. 

Shiism came to Persia, modern day Iran, in the beginning of the 16th 

century, brought by Azari conquerors, from what is now Eastern Turkey. 

They established the Safavid Dynasty, which ruled Persia for more that 

two centuries. 

In the 20th century, the Pahlavi Dynasty ruled Iran. Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi was Iran's monarch from early in the 2nd World War until 1979 

when he was overthrown by a popular revolution. 

The revolution was led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who fashioned 

an Islamic state, with power in the hands of Shiite religious leaders.  

Breaking with years of Shiite tradition, which maintained separate realms 

for religion and politics. 

Khomeini's rule threatened other Sunni dominated states. In 1980, 

Saddam Hussein ordered Iraq's army to attack Iran, to seize its oil fields, 

and destroy the revolution.  Resistance in Iran was strong, and eventually 
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Iran's army pushed the Iraqis back into their own territory. Neither side 

could crack the others' defenses, and the war stretched on until 1988. 

The Shiite Hezbollah militia arose in Lebanon, sparked by Israel's 1982 

invasion and supported by Iran. The United States sent troops to help 

establish the peace, but in 1983, a suicide truck bombing, believed to be 

the work of Hezbollah, devastated the American marine barracks, leaving 

241 Americans dead.  Hezbollah evolved into a political party, 

representing the political aspirations of Lebanon's large Shiite minority. 

After Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, the United States sent a 

huge army to defeat him.  The US army ousted Iraq from Kuwait in just 

four days of ground warfare. The fleeing Iraqis set Kuwait's oil fields on 

fire. Iraq's Shiite's rose up against Saddam, but their rebellion was 

brutally destroyed. Saddam remained in power in Baghdad. 

The Bush administration attacked Iraq in 2003 to oust Saddam Hussein 

once and for all. First during the air war, dubbed "Shock and Awe", then 

the land invasion, US troops reached Baghdad in three weeks. 

The US invasion did not bring peace to Iraq. An insurgency erupted, 

waged by Sunni Arabs who opposed both the US invasion, and the rise to 

power of Iraq's Shiites. Last year, insurgents blew up the Golden Dome 

at the Askariya Shrine in Samarra, a mosque linked for a thousand years 

with the historical Imams of Shiism. The attacks sparked an onslaught of 

Shia on Sunni violence. The sectarian conflict in Iraq has spiraled out of 

control with no sign of ending. 

Among Iraq's Shiites, there are differences over what the relationship 

between religion and politics will be in the new Iraq. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 


