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“What is the conflict within Islam?  I thought they were just one big uniform block of people who live on the other 

side of the world.” 
-Stephen Colbert, the Colbert Report 

 
 

“Though I thought the major difference [between Sunnis and Shias] was whether they greeted us with flowers or 
candy.” 

-Stephen Colbert, the Colbert Report 

 

 

 

Course Objectives 

 
The course hopes to address several key factors that contribute significantly to the Sunni-Shia conflict.  

More specifically I hope you will be able to master the following objectives by the end of the course: 

 

 Provide a background on the Sunnis and Shiites through historical surveys and 

background readings for supplemental resource and understanding 

o You should be able to identify the major themes that connect each topic, and its 

relation to the “conflict” overall.  This will introduce you to the complexity of the 

Sunni and Shia relationship, and allow you to begin problematizing issues within 

the field of Islamic studies. 

 

 Introduce methodologies for analyzing and critically thinking about the material through 

various academic discourses.   

 

 Successfully argue and defend statements in relation to the problems of the Sunni/Shia 

conflict 

 

 

 



Course Description 

 
With our current political climate, there is a vital need to learn more about the 1.5billion+ 

Muslims that exist today.  With many of our own national officials lacking this important knowledge, we 

are subjecting ourselves to political backlash.  Islamic sectarianism is often overly simplified and 

misunderstood by major news organizations ranging from the New York Times to CNN.  Many find it 

difficult to understand the differences between Hamas and Hezbollah, Muqtada al-Sadr and Osama bin 

Laden, and even Ayatollah Sistani and Ayatollah Khomeini.  With Iraq and Iran in the news so 

frequently, it is only sensible that a course exist to educate students about the Sunni-Shi‟i conflict.  

Oftentimes in lower-level Islamic courses, professors find students asking the age-old question, “What is 

the difference between Sunnis and Shi‟as?”  This course will attempt to answer that question as 

academically and descriptively correct as possible.  Starting from the latter period of the Prophet 

Muhammad's life, this course will trace the development of early Shi'ism and the relationship it has had 

with Sunni Islam.  In no way is this course trying to decide who is “right or wrong,” rather this is a 

strictly academic, descriptive approach to the study of Islam.   

Readings and Topics 
 
 

Tuesday, January 13— Asking the “So What?” Question:  Introducing the Sunni-Shia 

Conflict 

  

 Why is the Sunni/Shia “conflict” of any importance or relevance for us today? 

o Matching game:  Sunni or Shia? 

 The complexity of the Sunni/Shia issue and the media 

o Daily Show/Colbert Report clips 

o Anti-Shia Polemical websites and propaganda (understanding  polemics) 

 Introduction to various approaches:  philosophical, theological, political, cultural, etc. 

 Key terms:  hadith, Imam, imam, Rashidun, Ahlul Bayt, 14 Masumeens, Ayatollah, 

Calipha, sunnah 

  

Readings:  New York Times articles:  “Choosing a Sect,” “For Congress:  Telling Sunni 

from Shiite,” “Can You Tell a Sunni From a Shiite?” 

 

 

Tuesday, January 20— Life of Muhammad and the Question of Succession 

  

Topics:  Event of the Cloak, Ghadir Khumm, Battle of the Camel, Death of the Prophet, 

Succession, Ahlul Sunnah wal Jamaa, Najul Bahulaga, etymology of shi’a   

 

People:  Khadeja, Fatima, Ali, Hasan, Hussain, Abu Bakr, Aisha, Umar, and Uthman 

 

 Making sense of the hadiths on succession  

o Mawla, City of Knowledge, Quran and Ahlul Bayt, etc. 

 The four caliphs/rashiduns, and their selection process (Wilfred Madelung, The 

Succession to Muhammad) 

 Role of women in the early 7
th

 Century:  Khadeja, Aisha, and Fatima 



 

Readings:  “Ali and the First Two Caliphs” in The Origins and Early Development of Shi’a 

Islam by SMH Jafri (p.58-79) 

 

 

Tuesday, January 27—Everyday Ashura, Every Place Kerbala:  The Battle of Kerbala 

 People:  Hasan, Hussain, Abu Sufyan, Muawiya, Yazid, Zainab, Abbas ibn Ali 

 

 Disputation and Poisoning of Hassan ibn Ali 

 Succession of Imams from Father to brother and brother to brother: Ali to Hassan to 

Hussain 

 The Battle of Kerbala:  historical survey 

 Revisiting the role of women in early Islam:  Zainab  

 Sufi approaches to understanding the battle of Kerbala 

 Identifying themes of sacrifice and martyrdom 

 Shi‟i cultural practices:  matam, zinjeer, mersiyas, nohas, qawwali 

o History of  and Rulings on:  matam and zinjeer 

o Listening to Shi‟i devotional poetry and music (Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, et al.) 

o “Western” conceptions of Ashura 

 Clips from the Daily Show with Jon Stewart  

 

Readings:  Comic book on the Battle of Kerbala  

 

 

Tuesday, February 3— Live Like Ali, Die Like Hussain:  Revisiting Two Important 

Personalities 

 Contextualizing the roles of Ali and Hussain in Shi‟i and Sunni Islam, and their roles 

during the life of the Prophet 

 Brief biographies of both Imams (i.e., Hussain and Ali) and how their personalities 

contribute to the Sunni-Shia power play. 

 Revisiting the significance of Ali and Hussain in the formative era of Islam, post 632CE 

 Presentation of devotional music/qawwalis dedicated to Ali and Hussain 

 

Readings:  “Introducing Imam Ali and his Spiritual Ethos:  Biographical Sketch” in Justice 

and Remembrance by Reza Shah Kazemi (p.13-21) 

 

 

Tuesday, February 10— Let’s Talk About Sects:  Emergence of Sectarianism, Ghulat, and 

Heterodox Groups 

 The rise and demise of specific Ghulat sects:  Khattabiyya, Saba’iyya, Ghurabiyya 

 Formative period of Twelver Shi‟ism:  understanding the religio-political atmosphere of 

early Islam 



 A review of Sunnite sectarianism: politics and power play  

 Historical survey of Sunni and Shia sectarianism  

o Shia subdivisions:  Zaydis, Ismailis, Twelver Shi‟ism (Akbari and Usuli) 

o Schools of theology:  Mu‟tazili, Ash‟ari 

 

In class activity:  round-table discussion:  defining orthodox and heterodox 

 

Readings:  “A Search for Truth” by Abbas Rattani (p.1-30) 

“Islamic Schools and Branches” Wikipedia entry 

 

 

Tuesday, February 17— The Isma’ilis 

  

 Addressing the legacy of Ali Zaynu‟l Abidin, Muhammad al-Baqir, and Ja‟far al Sadiq 

o Terms:  taqqiyyah, „ilm, nass, batin, ghayba, raj‟a, bada, zahir 

 Presentation by John Miller (senior working on his honors thesis in regards to Isma‟ilism)   

o Succession of Ja‟far al Sadiq 

o The legacy of Isma‟il and Musa al-Kazim 

o Isma‟ili Theology 

 

In class activity:  Presentation of the film:  “An Islamic Conscience:  The Aga Khan and the 

Isma‟ilis” 

 

Readings:  “How Did the Early Shi‟a Become Sectarian?” by Marshall Hodgson  (p.1-13) 

 

 

Tuesday, February 24— Imprisonment and Redemption:  The Legacy of Imams 8- 11, the 

Abbasids, and the Messiah 

 

 Religiosity during the Abbasid camp 

 People:  Ali ar-Rida, Muhammad at-Taqi, Ali al-Hadi, Hasan al-Askari, Muhammad 

Mahdi 

 Sunni and Shia ideas of the Messiah/Mahdi 

 A survey of messianic movements in Islam 

 Presentation of Shi‟i holy sites, shrines, and the concept of ziaraat (e.g., jannat al baqi, 

Imam Ali mosque, Imam Hussain mosque, etc)   

 Modern messianic movements:  Iraq, Sistani, and al Sadr 

 

Readings:  “The Imam‟s Return:  Messianic Leadership in Late Medieval Shi‟ism” in The 

Most Learned of the Shia by Linda Walbridge (p.21-34) 

 

In class activity:  Discussion on messianism 

 

 

 

 



Tuesday, March 3— Theological Differences and Schools of Thought 

  

 Addressing the major similarities and differences in Sunnite and Shi‟ite theology  

o Pillars, principles, and practices of Faith 

o Terms:  tawheed, „adal, nabohat, imamate, qayyamat, taraweeh, khums, salaat, 

sawm, hajj, shahadah, intercession, infallibility, ijtihad, madhab, mohr, taqlid, 

mutah 

 Shi‟i and Sunni Qur‟anic hermeneutics:  (33:33) 

 Holidays and their significance (e.g., Eid and Muharram) 

 

In class activity:  Discussing order v. justice (case of Iraq), intercession, infallibility, and 

mutah 

 

Readings:  “A Sacred Conception of Justice in Imam Ali‟s Letter to Malik al-Ashtar:  Justice 

versus Tyranny” in Justice and Remembrance by Reza Shah-Kazemi (p.85-94) 

 

 

Tuesday, March 17— Schools of Thought 

 

 Formation of the five major schools of thought:  Jafari, Hanabali, Malaki, Shafi, Hanafi  

o Reality of dissenting opinion between Jafari and the 4 Sunni schools v. Shafi and 

Hanafi  

o Questioning Hanabalis and  Ibn Taymiyyah‟s legitimacy 

 Emergence of the Schools of Thought, creation of the ayatollah system 

o Reflections on jurisprudence and substantive law 

 Sunni orthodoxy and politics 

o 1961 al-Azhar grand mufti Shaltut‟s statement on Jafri and Zaydi fiqh 

o Amman project 

 

In class activity:  possible presentation by Dr. Omid Safi (50 min) 

Readings:  “True Islam and its Role in Modern Society” statement issued at the Amman 

initiative (available at:  http://mac.abc.se/~onesr/ez/cim/Muslim.Clerics.Ag.takfir.html) 

 

Tuesday, March 24— Sufism and Theosophy:  Understanding Sunni and Shia engagements 

with Sufism 

 

People:  Jalal ad-Din Rumi, Syed Hossain Nasr, Sabzavari, Sadr al-Din Shirazi, Mulla Sadra 

 

Topics:  Transcendentalism, metaphysics, kalam, spirituality, reason, irfan, epistemology, 

Muta‟zilites 

 

 Survey of how both the Sunni and Shia engage with Sufism in rituals and hermeneutics 

 Reflections on Ibn Sina and Rumi‟s legacy  

 Differences in philosophical inquiry and approach by Sunni and Shia 



o Reason, logic, rationality, secularism, and theology 

 

In class activity:  possible presentation by either Dr. Carl Ernst or Dr. Omid Safi on Sufism 

in a Sunni/Shia context (50 min) 

 

Readings:  “The Meaning and Role of Philosophy in Islam” by Syed Hossain Nasr in 

Islamic Philosophy from its Origin to the Present (p. 31-48) 

 

 

 

Tuesday, March 31— Goin’ Back to the Old School:  Revival and Reformation 

 

 The Sunni “revival” from 1000-1500 

 Liberal Islamic movement:  al-Afghani, „Abduh, Rida 

 Modernist Movement:  Teleqani, Khomieni, Shariati, Soroush 

o 1979 Iranian revolution, Valiyat e Faqih, Democracy 

 Islamic Reform Movements:  Ganji, Ebadi, Shabestari, Kadivar, Khatami 

o Human rights, social reform and justice, pluralism 

 Salafi, Wahhabi, “Salafabi” 

 Contemporary Sunni revisionist approaches 

 

Readings:  “Reforming Islam in the “Axis of Evil:  The Islamic Reform Movement of Post-

revolutionary Iran” by Omid Safi (will be sent via email: p. 1-21) 

 

 

Tuesday, April 7— But Why Are They Still Fighting?:  Political and Religions Interactions 

 

 Contemporary Shi‟ism:  Lebanon, Iraq, Iran, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, etc.   

 Survey of the roles of Hezbollah, Hamas, Al Qaeda, Sadr Army, Wahhabism, etc in the 

current religio-political global climate 

 Analysis of the Iraq War and U.S. Relationship with Iran  

 Addressing the points of contention between Iraq, Iran, Syria, and Saudi Arabia 

 Problems of current Sunni/Shia polemical discourse 

 

In class activity:  Presentation of the film “Iraq in Fragments” 

 

 

Tuesday, April 14— Evidence that Demands a Conclusion:  Approaches to Sunni-Shia 

Conflict Resolution and Unity 
 

 In-class discussion and evaluation of students progress through engagement 

o Topics for discussion will include what we know about the “conflict,” how 

education plays a role in communitarian discourse, and where we go from here. 

o Re-asking the “so what?” and “now what?” questions 

 



Readings:  “A Charter for Muslim Unity” by Isa Othman 

(http://www.muslimedia.com/archives/special-edition/seerah/seerah4.htm) 

“A Call for Shia Sunni Dialog Why and How” by Abdul Malik Mujahid 

(http://www.soundvision.com/info/muslims/shiasunni.asp) 

 

 

Tuesday, April 21— Presentation of Final Projects 

 

 Students will present their final projects 


