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Abstract 

This study examines the theological and cultural distinctions between Sunni Muslims 
and Shia regarding their causes, development and influence on the formation of Mus-
lim identity. The research examines differences in doctrine like Imamate, authority, 
eschatology, interpretation of the scripture, the resultant cultural expressions in ritual, 
education and social life. It further examines modern Sunni–Shia relations in the soci-
opolitical and interfaith contexts. The findings reveal that despite the differences in 
theological constructions between the two traditions, they are essentially rooted in core 
Islamic principles of tawḥīd (oneness), justice and moral responsibility. The research 
concludes that theological allegiance and cultural coexistence are achievable through 
scholarship, dialogue and obedience to Qur'anic ethics. The research helps to further 
encourage informed knowledge and intellectual exchange in the global Muslim world. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

          Islam, as a universal faith and civilization, presents a rich theological and cultural sys-

tem that has significantly shaped human thought. Born in seventh-century Arabia, it spread 
across continents, eventually defining different yet connected intellectual traditions, 
languages, and political cultures. Among its believers, two main divisions, Sunni and 
Shia, developed through historical, theological, and socio-cultural processes that con-
tinue to define much of the Muslim world today. Though both share the central tenets 
of faith—belief in Allah (Subḥānahu wa Taʿālā), the prophet hood of Muḥammad صلى الله عليه وسلم, 
and the authority of the Qur’an—the Sunni–Shia distinction came to embody a com-
plex tapestry of divergent views, spiritual sensibilities, and communal identities. 

          The early Muslim community was united by revelation and the living example of 
the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم, whose teachings established the foundation of belief, morality, and 
governance. However, soon after his passing in 632 CE, debates concerning legiti-
mate succession to leadership emerged. What began as a political question—who 
should guide the Ummah after the Prophet  صلى الله عليه وسلم—gradually assumed theological signifi-
cance, developing into distinct doctrines of authority, law, and spirituality. For the Sun-
nis (Ahl al-Sunnah wa’l-Jamāʿah), authority was derived through shūrā (consultation) 
and communal consensus (ijmāʿ), while the Shia (Shia) viewed authority as divinely 
designated within the Prophet’s family (Ahl al-Bayt), specifically through Imamate. 

          The administrative and interpretive differences gradually crystallized into distinct 
systems of scholarship, religious institutions, and cultural expressions. Through the 
ages, Sunni and Shia Islam would evolve as two parallel yet interacting traditions of 
knowledge that each preserved the Qur’an and Sunnah but interpreted their meanings 
through different epistemological frameworks. Sunni orthodoxy was based on the au-
thority of the ʿulamāʾ and the transmission of authentic ḥadīth through isnād, while 
Shia theology emphasized the teachings of the Imams as spiritual and intellectual 
heirs of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم. 

          These theological differences ran deeper than questions of doctrine and signif-
icantly influenced the cultural life of Muslims. They informed systems of education, art, 
ritual, political organization, and collective memory. The Sunni–Shia distinction thus 
represents more than a theoretical dispute; rather, it constitutes a lived historical real-
ity—evident in everything from architecture to literature, from festivals to modes of 
worship. It defines how communities remember their sacred past and imagine their 
future. 

          These are inherited theological identities that intersect, in the modern period, 
with new social and political realities: nationalism, colonial legacies, modernity, and 
globalization. In this respect, theological distinctions are often reinterpreted or instru-
mentalized within broader struggles for power and representation. Understanding the 
cultural impact of theological difference between Sunni and Shia Muslims thus be-
comes important not just for appreciating Islam's diversity but also for fostering unity, 
cooperation, and intellectual renewal in the Ummah. 
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         The study will seek to examine these dynamics holistically: how theology, his-
tory, and culture interact to produce divergence and complementarity between Sunni 
and Shia Muslims. The research is situated within the broader context of Islamic civi-
lization, treating difference not as a cause of conflict but as a site of dialogue, identity 
formation, and renewal. 

The Qur’an itself calls for reflection on diversity as part of divine wisdom: 

“And among His signs is the creation of the heavens and the earth and the diversity of 
your languages and your colors. Indeed, in that are signs for those of knowledge.” 
(Qur’an 30:22, Saheeh International) 

Therefore, the theological and cultural pluralism of Islam should be regarded not as a 
contradiction but rather as a manifestation of the richness of divine creation. 

1.2 The Significance of the Study 

          The importance of this work lies in its dual focus on the interrelation of theology 
and culture as interdependent dimensions of Muslim civilization. Theological debates 
often center on questions of doctrine and scriptural interpretation; yet, they are indis-
soluble from the cultural matrices by means of which communities live and pass on 
their faith. In that respect, the study underlines the imperative of an interdisciplinary 
approach in the treatment of theology not as some sort of abstract speculation but 
rather a force shaping human experience, education, ritual, and identity. 

          From a modern perspective, the Sunni–Shia divide continues to shape political 
relations, social cohesion, and religious discourse in many Muslim societies. More of-
ten than not, improper comprehension of theological difference fosters prejudice and 
conflict, particularly where such differences are exploited for political purposes. This 
study is intended to depoliticize theological difference by returning it to its intellectual 
and spiritual underpinnings, illustrating how these traditions—though very distinct—
share one overriding objective: service of Allah and the preservation of the prophetic 
mission. 

          It joins the growing discourses within Islamic scholarship on intra-faith dialogue, 
comparative theology, and cultural coexistence. It affirms the mission of the Interna-
tional Open University (IOU) in promoting critical, text-based, and ethical scholarship 
based on revelation. This further reinforces IOU's vision to develop scholars who bal-
ance fidelity to the classical sources with engagement in contemporary realities. 

          Understanding the theological underpinning of cultural difference from a societal 
perspective nurtures inter-sectarian empathy. Indeed, sectarian misperceptions usu-
ally emanate from limited exposure to the other's intellectual heritage in plural Muslim 
societies, such as Iraq, Lebanon, and Pakistan, or even in non-Muslim contexts like 
Kenya. This research undertakes an informed study of these traditions through docu-
mented sources and historical evolution and hence propels informed respect rather 
than inherited prejudice. 
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1.3 Statement of the Problem 

          Sectarian divisions within Islam present significant challenges in societies 
where Muslims are the majority. While the foundational beliefs of the Sunni and Shia 
sects are the same, too often they find themselves in social, political, and sometimes 
violent opposition. Long-standing misconceptions, stereotyping, and misrepresenta-
tions by one sect about the other are responsible for perpetuating such tensions. The 
influence of external political and geopolitical forces further exacerbates these divides, 
complicating efforts to bridge the gap between these communities. 

          Traditionally, sectarian differences have shaped the socio-political contours of 
the Middle East, South Asia, and North Africa. Theological differences, initially stem-
ming from debates over who should succeed Prophet Muḥammad صلى الله عليه وسلم  after his death, 
have developed over many years into social and cultural indentures of identity. In mod-
ern times, these historical divides have manifested as sectarian conflicts, with stark 
examples being Iraq, Syria, and Yemen — evidence of the destructive potential of 
these divisions. Often, these conflicts represent a mixture of theological, cultural, and 
political motivations that undermine social cohesion, disrupt economic progress, and 
hinder efforts toward unity in the broader Muslim Ummah. 

          The persistence of these divisions underlines the necessity of an inquiry into 
their very roots. Misconceptions and stereotypes, cultivated for centuries, form the ba-
sis for distrust and hostility between Sunni and Shia communities. What started as 
theological differences has been institutionalized in separate cultural ways of living, 
further solidifying sectarian divides. This research will investigate how such sectarian 
divisions evolved and the ways in which theological differences became cultural and 
social identity markers. By identifying sources of misunderstanding and conflict, this 
work intends to suggest strategies for developing mutual respect, de-escalating ten-
sions, and increasing cooperation between Sunni and Shia communities. Such efforts 
would be important for enhancing social cohesion, economic stability, and unity within 
the modern-day Muslim world. 

1.4 Aims and Objectives 

          This thesis aims to: 
1. Distinguish and analyse theological differences between the Sunni and Shia sects. 
2. Explore the cultural variations in religious practices among these Islamic denomi-
nations. 
3. Trace the historic development and evolution of the sectarian differences. 
4. Assess the impact of theological and cultural differences on inter-sectarian rela-
tions and social harmony. 

1.5 Research Questions 

1. What are the main theological differences among Sunni and Shia sects? 
2. How are these theological differences then translated into cultural and reli-

gious variations within the Sunni and Shia communities? 
3. What are the historical sequences that have taken place to create theological 

and cultural differences among these sects? 
4. How do theological and cultural differences among Sunni and Shia shape in-

ter-sectarian relationships and social cohesion in modern Muslim societies? 
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1.6 Hypothesis. 

          Certain key historical developments underline the theological differences be-
tween the Sunni and Shia sects. What was essentially a political disagreement over 
the question of the leadership of the Muslim community, combined with differences in 
the interpretation of Islamic principles, gradually evolved into theological distinctions 
that would become the hallmark of each sect. As time went on, the theological outlook 
began to affect cultural, social, and communal ways of life and thus gave way to dif-
ferent cultural practices and traditions peculiar to each sect. 

          It also had its effects from social-structural, ritual, and even linguistic points of 
view far beyond this academic or doctrinal evolution. Sunni and Shia communities 
have developed different ways of commemorating, various interpretations of Islamic 
law, and different ways of understanding religious leadership. These diversified cul-
tural manifestations of theological divergence enhanced further the identity marks of 
the groups and brought about a feeling of cohesiveness within their respective ranks 
while simultaneously reinforcing boundaries separating them. 

          These historical and cultural legacies continue to impinge upon inter-sectarian 
relations in the contemporary Muslim world. Very often, sociocultural manifestations 
of sectarianism intersect with political, economic, and regional dynamics, making inter-
sectarian dynamics even more complex. Thus, theological differences that were at first 
theological or political have become deeply ingrained in the sociocultural way Sunni 
and Shia communities perceive, behave, and interact with each other. 

          Understanding these dynamics is important for any effort to address the chal-
lenges of sectarianism in the modern Muslim world. The hypothesis postulates that 
theological distinctions, once historical, find expression in sociocultural practices that 
significantly influence inter-sectarian relations, social cohesion, and the quest for unity 
within the Ummah. This research, therefore, explores this interplay as a means of de-
veloping a sophisticated understanding of how historical theological differences con-
tinue to mold contemporary sectarian dynamics and social harmony. 

1.7 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework. 

          The study uses an analytical–comparative framework based on classical and 
modern Islamic thought. It is based on textual hermeneutics, or the meaning-making 
approach, which considers how both Sunni and Shia scholars used the Qur’an and 
Ḥadīth to derive theological and legal concepts. A comparative method has been cho-
sen because it best allows balanced analysis without theological bias regarding doc-
trinal differences. 

Key theoretical underpinnings include: 

1. Epistemological duality — represented by revelation and reason as comple-
mentary sources of knowledge. 

2. Cultural embodiment — theology as a living tradition reflected in education, rit-
ual, and public memory. 

3. Ethical hermeneutics — interpretation based on sincerity (ikhlāṣ) and respect 
for scholarly integrity. 
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          The conceptual framework also recognizes that sectarian identity is dynamic, 
not static, shaped by historical context, social interaction, and political transformation. 
Sunni and Shia traditions are thus treated as evolving intellectual ecosystems, each 
negotiating continuity and reform through time. 

1.8 Research Methodology 

          The qualitative, analytical, and document-based methodology will be adopted 
for this research. In fact, it is based exclusively on secondary data from classical and 
contemporary sources rather than on interviews or field observation. The method en-
sures depth, textual accuracy, and scholarly neutrality. Primary sources include the 
foundational Islamic texts such as: 

1. The Qur’an (Saheeh International translation) 
2. Ṣaḥīḥ Al-Bukhariand Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim 
3. Classical Sunni works: Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn Kathīr, al-Ghazālī 
4. Classical Shia works: al-Kulaynī, al-Ṭūsī, al-Majlisī 

          Secondary sources include scholarly books, peer-reviewed journals, and histor-
ical accounts by both Muslim and Western scholars like Nasr, Esposito, Momen, and 
Daftary. 

The data was collected thematically, categorizing materials into theology, law, educa-
tion, and culture, among other categories, analyzed through a comparative synthesis 
where patterns of convergence and divergence were identified. This methodology is 
in line with the IOU scholarly standard of critical engagement with authentic sources 
while upholding academic objectivity and ethical citation. Analytical approach: 

1. Textual Analysis: Close reading of theological works to extract doctrinal posi-
tions. 

2. Comparative Evaluation: Cross-examining parallel concepts, such as Imam-
ate versus Khilāfah. 

3. Cultural Interpretation: Assessing how beliefs manifest in rituals, education, 
and public memory. 

4. Synthesis: Bringing findings together into a coherent understanding of theo-
logical diversity and cultural identity. 

1.9 Scope and Limitations of the Study 

          The scope of this research is limited to an analytical investigation into the theo-
logical and cultural differences between Sunni and Shia Islam, focusing mainly on their 
historical origins, doctrinal distinctions, and socio-cultural manifestations. The study 
will not cover all the branches or sub-sects within these two traditions, such as the 
Ismāʿīlīs, Zaydīs, or Wahhābīs, but will concentrate on mainstream Sunni orthodoxy 
— that is, Ahl al-Sunnah wa’l-Jamāʿah — and Twelver Shiʿism, that is, al-Shia al-
Imāmiyyah al-Ithnā ʿAshariyyah, which together represent the largest and most influ-
ential theological streams in Muslim history. The research explores: 

1. The historical development of sectarian identity from the early Caliphate period 
up to the classical era. 
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2. Doctrinal pillars of difference that distinguish Sunni and Shia theology, including 
the concept of Imāmah versus Khilāfah, divine justice, ḥadīth transmission, and 
eschatology. 

3. The cultural consequences of these theological constructs — in education, rit-
ual, art, law, and communal life. 

4. Modern manifestations of sectarian identity in relation to globalization, interfaith 
dialogue, and intra-Muslim relations. 

This work consciously refrains from politically polarizing discourses on Sunni–Shia 
relations. The work avoids partisan debate, historical blame, and ideological de-
fense. It uses academic neutrality, fully aware that theology cannot be completely 
divorced from the real-life experiences of its adherents. 

Limitations include the following: 

1. The research is textual and analytical, not empirical; it therefore does not con-
tain field interviews, questionnaires, or ethnographic data. 

2. Various historical topics, like the succession crisis, Karbalaʾ, and Ṣafavid–Uth-
manī conflicts, are not treated as subjects for exhaustive historical narration but 
are used only as contextual illustrations. 

3. Considering the enormous breadth of the subject matter, the research focuses 
more on representative themes than exhaustive theological catalogues. 

4. Language translation limitations may affect precise rendering of Arabic theo-
logical terms, though efforts are made to maintain accuracy using established 
transliteration systems. 

These limitations do not, however, affect the scholarly validity of the study, as the 
analysis remains tied to authenticated sources and recognized scholarly traditions. 

1.10 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is organized into six chapters, which maintain logical flow and scholarly 
coherence: 

1. Chapter One: presents the introduction, research problem, objectives, theoretical 

framework, methodology, and structure of the study. 
2. Chapter Two: reviews the most relevant classical and modern literature, es-

tablishing the scholarly context and identifying the gaps that this research will 
address. 

3. Chapter Three: lays out the historical and doctrinal underpinnings of Sunni and 
Shia Islam. 

4. Chapter Four: details leadership, jurisprudence, ritual and theology. 
5. Chapter Five: focuses on the contemporary cultural dynamics of Sunni–Shia 

relations in a global and interfaith context. 
6. Chapter Six: sums up the findings, recommendations, and ways forward for 

future studies.  

This structure ensures that each chapter flows and builds on the previous one, giving 
a comprehensive understanding of theological diversity and cultural integration in Is-
lam. 



7 
 

1.11 Chapter Summary 

          This is the first chapter and thus the intellectual foundation of the study. It es-
tablished that, although theological in origin, the Sunni–Shia difference has produced 
far-reaching cultural and civilizational consequences. It underlined that understanding 
these differences means transcending sectarianism into scholarship and ethical re-
flection. The research problem, objectives, questions, and hypothesis were also out-
lined within a stringent theoretical and methodological framework. The chapter reaf-
firmed that theology is not static; it is a dynamic force that continues to shape Muslim 
identity and unity in the modern world. This foundation is further developed in the sub-
sequent chapters, starting with an extended literature review in Chapter 2, which ex-
plores how both classical and contemporary scholars have addressed Sunni–Shia the-
ological and cultural relations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

 

 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Historical Context 

          The division between Sunni and Shia Islam traces its origin to debates concerning po-

litical and spiritual leadership following the death of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم in 632 CE. Modern histo-

rians such as Wilferd Madelung (1997) and Marshall Hodgson (1974) argue that the succession 

question was not merely political but gradually acquired theological dimensions. At Saqīfah 

bani saida, a group of the Companions pledged allegiance to Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq (raḍiyallāhu 

ʿanhu), an event interpreted within Sunni historiography as a legitimate exercise of shūrā (con-

sultative governance). In contrast, Shia scholars maintain that the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم had designated 

ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib (raḍiyallāhu ʿanhu) at Ghadīr Khumm, viewing succession as divinely man-

dated rather than community-determined (Momen, 1985). This interpretive divergence laid the 

foundation for later doctrinal developments concerning authority, infallibility, and communal 

legitimacy.  

     Recent historiography cautions against projecting fully developed sectarian identities onto 

the first Islamic century. Donner argues that early Muslim identity was initially constructed 

around a broader “Believers’ movement” rather than rigid sectarian categories (Donner, 2010, 

p. 73). Likewise, Gleave maintains that Sunni and Shia legal distinctions emerged gradually 

through evolving hermeneutical debates rather than immediate communal schism (Gleave, 

2012, p. 41). 

          Sunni Islam, over time, formulated the four canonical schools of jurisprudence—
Ḥanafī, Mālikī, Shāfiʿī, and Ḥanbalī—emphasizing consensus and analogical reason-
ing. Shia Islam developed the Jaʿfarī school, which was based on the teachings of 
Imam Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. These different hermeneutical principles led to divergent legal 
theory, authentication of ḥadīth, and ritual practice across the Muslim world. 

          By the medieval period, these theological currents had taken shape in distinct 
educational institutions: madrasas in Sunni lands and ḥawzahs in Shia centers such 
as Qom and Najaf. Each encouraged a self-sustaining intellectual culture that fostered 
scholars who defined the parameters of orthodoxy and reform. Despite these differ-
ences, both traditions had core ethical principles in common: justice (ʿadl), compas-
sion (raḥmah), and knowledge (ʿilm). 

          Modernity further complicated this landscape. The restructuring of Islamic au-
thority and identity through colonial interventions, reform movements, and the rise of 
nation-states realigned the Sunni–Shia discourse along issues of nationalism, politics, 
and globalization. In this scheme, theological identity is not only a matter of spirituality 
but also a socio-political construct through which Muslims engage their heritage and 
negotiate modern challenges. Contemporary policy research supports this interpretation. 

The International Crisis Group notes that modern sectarian polarization in the Middle East 

frequently correlates with governance crises and regional power competition rather than doc-

trinal incompatibility (International Crisis Group, 2018, p. i). Similarly, Hashemi and Postel 
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argue that sectarian identity is often politically activated within modern state systems (Hashemi 

& Postel, 2017, p. 4). 

The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم had foreseen the importance of unity amid diversity, saying: 

“The believers are like one body; if one part suffers, the whole body feels pain.” (Ṣaḥīḥ 
al-Bukhārī, 6011; Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 2586) 

This ḥadīth encapsulates the moral imperative of this study — that knowledge of dif-
ference must lead to empathy, not alienation. 

     Modern political historians further note that the Sunni–Shia distinction has re-emerged as a 

major factor in global Muslim politics. Vali Nasr argues that the contemporary resurgence of 

Shia political identity reflects not only theological continuity but also modern power realign-

ments within the Muslim world (Nasr, 2007). 

2.2 Review of Relevant Scholarly Trends 

          Over the past few decades, several scholars — both Muslim and non-Muslim 
— have revisited the Sunni–Shia relationship beyond polemics. Scholars such as Sey-
yed Hossein Nasr, Hamid Dabashi, John Esposito, and Abdulaziz Sachedina have 
emphasized that the distinction between Sunni and Shia thought is best understood 
through civilizational development, not sectarian rivalry. Modern research trends have 
three major orientations: 

1. Reconstruction of History: Scholars trace how theological disagreements 
originated from political disputes by examining early Islamic sources. 

2. Doctrinal Clarification: Works such as Shiʿi Islam by Momen (1985) and Is-

lamic Theology by Nasr (2003) attempt to systematize sectarian beliefs for 

clarity on an academic level. 

3. Cultural Hermeneutics: An increasing amount of scholarship approaches 

theology through its socio-cultural expressions — how belief produces art, 

education, and ethical norms. 

     Recent political-theological scholarship further argues that sectarian identities are 

often intensified by modern geopolitical dynamics rather than intrinsic doctrinal hostil-

ity. Studies on the process of “sectarianization” demonstrate how state actors and po-

litical movements actively shape Sunni–Shia distinctions for strategic purposes (Hash-

emi & Postel, 2017). Lynch further observes that regional media networks and geopo-

litical rivalry contribute significantly to the amplification of sectarian narratives during 

periods of instability (Lynch, 2016, p. 112). This suggests that sectarianism operates 

within modern communication structures rather than classical theological discourse. 

This study corresponds to the third orientation while making use of the first two. History 
and doctrine provide entry points for understanding how theology becomes culture — 
how concepts like Imāmah, Khilāfah, or martyrdom are transformed into living social 
practices. 
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2.3 Overview of Theological and Cultural Studies 

           From conventional sectarian apologetics, the Sunni–Shia theological and cul-
tural divergence has grown into a multidisciplinary discourse involving theology, soci-
ology, political science, and cultural anthropology. While classical Islamic scholarship 
rooted this discussion, modern researchers have expanded these boundaries by in-
terpreting theological narratives through historical and social lenses. Nasr (2006) argues 

that Sunni–Shia divisions extend beyond theology into historical and political experiences that 

shaped Muslim societies. In that light, the Sunni–Shia relationship forms not merely a 
doctrinal disagreement but a cultural continuum through which Muslim identity 
evolves. 

          The primary Sunni figures contributing to the early doctrinal definitions are Ibn 
Taymiyyah (1995) and Ibn ʿUthaymīn (n.d.). Their insistence on returning to the 
Qur’an, Sunnah, and ijmāʿ provided the epistemological framework for Sunni ortho-
doxy. Ibn Taymiyyah’s Sharḥ al-ʿAqīdah al-Ḥamawiyyah shaped the Sunni intellectual 
resistance to sectarian divergence, placing an emphasis on the preservation of reve-
lation-based knowledge as opposed to speculative theology, or kalām. This was a 
struggle against rationalist reinterpretation so as not to vitiate what he saw as the unity 
and purity of the prophetic message. His influence would come to dominate Sunni 
discourse and provide a foundation upon which modern reformism grounds an attempt 
to reassert traditional orthodoxy in light of perceived modern relativism (Esposito, 
1998). 

          In contrast, the Shia trajectory places authority within the divinely guided Imams. 
The theological touchstones for Shia identity are Shaykh al-Ṭūsī’s al-Amālī and al-
Majlisī’s Biḥār al-Anwār. Al-Majlisi (1624/1983) treated theology as a living narrative 
— an ethos of virtues, sufferings, and legacies of the family of the Prophet. His prolific 
recordings of the sayings of the Imams, their martyrdoms, and their miracles built up 
a collective memory that took theology beyond itself into a sociocultural ethic. Devo-
tionally, remembering Ahl al-Bayt became a rite of passage for the Shia, and it was 
through rituals like ʿĀshūrāʾ that communal bonds were tightened. 

          Recent scholarship has attempted to reframe such traditions in light of globali-
zation and changing Muslim demographics. For instance, Mervin (2018) argues that 
Shia identity today is being reshaped by global networks that merge traditional doctrine 
with socio-political activism. In the same vein, Louër (2011) demonstrates how trans-
national Shia movements have maintained classical theology even while lending them-
selves to adaptation in contemporary realities, serving as a link between historical 
memory and contemporary mobilization. This interconnection between theology and 
activism brings forth a certain consistency in how Sunni and Shia communities rein-
terpret their received doctrines in today’s post-colonial and globalized world. 

          This tendency of reinterpretation is also evident in modern Sunni scholarship. 
Kamrava (2015) comments that Sunni reform movements of both the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries — themselves influenced by the legacy of Ibn Taymiyyah — in-
creasingly contextualize orthodoxy within modern governance, technology, and plural-
ism. Therefore, if classical Sunni scholarship focused on doctrinal clarity, contempo-
rary scholarship moves towards a synthesis between authenticity and adaptability. 
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          The cultural dimension of theological studies is therefore one not to be under-
rated. As Esposito and Kalin (2019) point out, theology becomes visible in the cultural 
practices of literature, law, architecture, and communal life that shape the ways in 
which Muslims think about authority, purity, and salvation. The Sunni–Shia divide, 
therefore, is not just dogmatic but deeply rooted in diverse ways of cultural expression. 
Contemporary scholarship continues in this vein. Akrami (2021) defines Shia piety as 
an “ethical habitus” rather than a system of beliefs, pointing out how devotion to the 
Imams creates a moral culture oriented around justice, patience, and sacrifice. 

          In other words, while early Muslim scholars delineated the theological borders 
between Sunni and Shia Islam, the interests of modern-day researchers broaden to 
include aspects like sociology, communication, and identity formation. Thus, theolog-
ical concepts such as Imāmah and Khilāfah are no longer analyzed merely as doctrinal 
points but as frameworks that outline communal identity and cultural reproduction. This 
shift from an exegesis purely based on texts to interdisciplinary research bestows upon 

theology in Islam both timelessness and dynamism — a testament of faith that remains open to 

modern moral and cultural challenges. 

2.4 Classical Sunni Scholarship: Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn ʿUthaymīn 

          The theological thought of Ibn Taymiyyah (1263–1328 CE) and Ibn ʿUthaymīn 
(1929–2001 CE) constitutes two successive, connected stages in the Sunni intellec-
tual defense against deviation and innovation (bidʿah). Ibn Taymiyyah appeared im-
mediately after the Mongol invasions, in a period of spiritual and political fragmenta-
tion, and his works thus represented a means of re-centering Islamic thought upon 
revelation. His methodology, which was firmly based on a literal adherence to Qur’an 
and Sunnah, rejected excessive speculation concerning divine attributes, arguing that 
the divine should be affirmed “without distortion, negation, or anthropomorphism.” (Ibn 
Taymiyyah, 1995). 

          While essentially classical in nature, his theological legacy has continued to 
shape modern Islamic discourse. According to Nasr (2006), Ibn Taymiyyah’s insist-
ence on authenticity inspired subsequent reform movements seeking purification of 
belief against the backdrop of colonial intrusion and intellectual secularism. His 
thought influenced the modern Salafi orientation, which emerged as a moral and doc-
trinal revival of the prophetic path. Yet, according to Kamrava (2015) and Esposito 
(1998), his followers often faced the challenge of reconciling this textual literalism with 
the complexities of modern governance, social justice, and pluralism — tensions that 

continue to inform Sunni thought today. 

         Ibn ʿ Uthaymīn, operating in the late twentieth century, advanced Ibn Taymiyyah’s 
theological ethos but applied it within the pedagogical and jurisprudential context of a 
modernizing Muslim world. His Fatāwa Arkān al-Islām presents theology not as an 
abstract doctrine but as a practical guide to worship and moral rectitude (Ibn 
ʿUthaymīn, n.d.). He insisted that fidelity to the textual sources of Islam ensures unity 
(jamāʿah) and guards against divisive innovation. In his view, the fragmentation of 
Muslim society arises when rationalism supersedes revelation — a notion still echoed 
by contemporary Sunni preachers and educators (Al-Qaffārī, n.d.). 

          Ibn ʿUthaymīn’s contribution to contemporary scholarship is that of bridging the 
gap between classical orthodoxy and modern pedagogy. Louër (2011) remarks that 
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various modern Sunni movements focusing on education reforms use his organized 
method of faith transmission and further incorporate his juristic clarity into modern cur-
ricula. Ghobadzadeh (2016) continues by saying that Ibn ʿUthaymīn’s approach is one 
of “religious secularity,” whereby theological certainty makes way for the pragmatic 
realities of social life. This subtle reinterpretation has allowed his works to remain rel-
evant even while Muslim societies face the challenges of globalization, technology, 
and interfaith engagement. 

2.5 Shia Scholarship: Shaykh al-Ṭūsī and al-Majlisī 

          Culturally, the impact of Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn ʿUthaymīn extends beyond the-
ology into ethics, education, and community structure. Both scholars perceived 
knowledge (ʿilm) as a moral act and insisted on the unity of knowledge and action. In 
the modern academic lens, as discussed by Akrami (2021), this unity reflects the ep-
istemic model of Islamic pedagogy, where learning is simultaneously intellectual and 
spiritual. Sunni culture, therefore, internalizes theology as a lived practice—a process 
where revelation is not merely studied but embodied in personal and communal con-
duct. 

          Contemporary studies continue to assess the way in which these scholars’ ideas 
shape Muslim identity in a pluralistic age. As Esposito and Kalin (2019) note, the the-
ological firmness of Ibn Taymiyyah has inspired reformist thought resistant to relativ-
ism, whereas the humility and emphasis on moral integrity seen in Ibn ʿUthaymīn offer 
an authenticity that appeals to new generations. It is through the dialogue between 
classical rigidity and modern contextualization that Sunni theology finds its vitality in 
the twenty-first century. What emerges is a dynamic orthodoxy—rooted in the past yet 
responsive to the demands of the present. 

          From within the Shia intellectual tradition, with its rich heritage of philosophical 
and theological thought, are two of its most enduring architects: Shaykh al-Ṭūsī (995–
1067 CE) and Al-Majlisi (1624–1699 CE). Their works represent the crystallization of 
Imāmī doctrine and the institutionalization of Shia authority, forming the backbone of 
Twelver Shia identity. The early systematic exposition of Imamate and jurisprudence 
came from Shaykh al-Ṭūsī’s al-Amālī and al-Istibṣār. He conceptualized the Imams as 
divinely guided sources of knowledge whose infallibility (ʿiṣmah) guaranteed the per-
petuation of divine truth (Al-Ṭūsī, n.d.). This ensured a peculiar epistemological hier-
archy wherein the words of the Imam conveyed revelatory weight and served as a 
theological compass for the faithful. 

          Contemporary scholars such as Akrami (2021) and Mervin (2018) discuss how 
Ṭūsī’s legacy still shapes the contours of contemporary Shia seminaries in Najaf and 
Qom, where the interplay between reason (ʿaql) and textual fidelity remains critical. 
Akrami further points out that such revisionist understandings of Ṭūsī’s method have 
penetrated Shia ethical philosophy—especially the emphasis on divine justice and ac-
countability based on reason. The abiding resonance of Ṭūsī’s theology speaks to an 
underlying Shia vision of balancing revelation with reason, one which provides a prin-
ciple for intellectual resilience in fast-changing social environments. 

          Al-Majlisī’s Biḥār al-Anwār, compiled six centuries later, extended this theologi-
cal heritage into the cultural domain. His encyclopaedic work collected thousands of 
narrations related to the Prophet’s household (Ahl al-Bayt), embedding the Shia 
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worldview into a narrative of sacred history and moral exemplarity (Al-Majlisī, 
1624/1983). It was through stories of sacrifice and perseverance—most notably the 
tragedy of Karbalāʾ—that Majlisī transformed theology into lived memory. The rituals 
of mourning (ʿĀshūrāʾ), recitation (rawḍah khwānī), and pilgrimage to sacred shrines 
became performative embodiments of doctrine. 

          In this connection, contemporary researchers reinterpret Majlisī’s project to be 
equally theological and sociological. Louër (2011) argues that in contemporary Shia 
communities, such as those in Lebanon and Iraq, the commemoration of Karbalāʾ is 
used as a social mechanism of collective identity across national borders, forming sol-
idarities built through shared suffering. Mervin (2018) also interprets these rituals as 
“the vernacularization of theology,” whereby abstract doctrines about divine justice are 
expressed in public culture. The moral messages of sacrifice and steadfastness found 
within the corpus assembled by Majlisī also resonate with contemporary discourses of 
resistance and human rights within Shia thought (Kamrava, 2015). 

          Recent comparative theology shows that Majlisī’s methodology also influenced 
Shia engagement with modernity. Ghobadzadeh (2016) explains that his elevation of 
ethical narration allows reinterpretation of Shia piety as moral activism. Within this 
framework, the suffering of the Imams becomes a paradigm for confronting oppres-
sion, thereby linking spirituality with social justice. Akrami (2021) further elaborates 
that modern scholars employ Majlisī’s theology to frame contemporary Shia ethics as 
both devotional and reformist, illustrating how a seventeenth-century scholar contin-
ues to shape twenty-first-century discourse. 

          Thus, Ṭūsī and Majlisī together provided the doctrinal and cultural scaffolding 
for Shia Islam: one codified the theology of authority, and the other transformed that 
theology into a vibrant moral culture. This enduring relevance confirms what Esposito 
and Kalin (2019) refer to as the “continuum of revelation,” whereby historical faith is in 
dynamic interaction with current realities. In the IOU research perspective, this synergy 
illustrates how classical Shia scholarship functions not just as tradition but as a living 
hermeneutic by which Muslims engage with contemporary ethical, political, and cul-
tural challenges. 

2.6 Summary of Scholarly Contributions 

          A holistic reading of both classical and modern scholarship in Sunni and Shia 
theology reveals a long-standing intellectual conversation about authority, revelation, 
and the ethical mission of Islam. Each successive generation of Muslim thinkers—
Sunni or Shia alike—has approached these questions within distinctive epistemic 
frameworks while responding to shifting social and political contexts. This section syn-
thesizes the contributions of the major scholars referenced throughout this chapter by 
highlighting the ways in which their works continue to shape theological, cultural, and 
academic discourse today. 

     Anthropological research further demonstrates how theology is embodied through ritual and 

social practice. For example, the work of Lara Deeb illustrates how devotional rituals within 

Shia communities’ function not merely as religious observances but as mechanisms for con-

structing ethical identity and communal solidarity. Such studies confirm that theology becomes 

culturally meaningful only when expressed through lived religious experience. 
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Classical Sunni Contributions 

          Sunni theology rests on the intellectual platform of scholars such as Ibn Tay-
miyyah, Ibn ʿUthaymīn, and al-Ghazālī, whose works elaborated the conceptual vo-
cabulary of orthodoxy. The defense of Ahl al-Sunnah wa’l-Jamāʿah by Ibn Taymiyyah 
against theological innovation has remained central to Sunni identity. He insisted on 
returning to the Qur’an and Sunnah as the only reliable sources for doctrine and is still 
the point of reference in current debates over authenticity and reform (Ibn Taymiyyah, 
1995; Brown, 2009). His repudiation of kalām, speculative theology, was based on the 
belief that without textual grounding, rational speculation fosters division and heresy. 
The idea remains influential among contemporary Salafi movements that call for puri-
fication of belief through immediate recourse to revelation (Esposito, 2019). 

          Ibn ʿUthaymīn’s theological treatises represent a later crystallization of this 
Sunni creed, offering pedagogically structured expositions of faith principles accessi-
ble to modern audiences (Ibn ʿUthaymīn, 2004). His articulation of tawḥīd (monothe-
ism) as a comprehensive moral and metaphysical framework helped bridge the gap 
between scholastic theology and lived piety. Modern commentators such as Akrami 
(2021) and Ghobadzadeh (2016) argue that Ibn ʿUthaymīn’s method of simplifying 
ʿaqīdah for general audiences created a blueprint for religious education in contempo-
rary Islamic universities. This aligns closely with IOU’s approach to curriculum, where 
theology must remain both academically rigorous and spiritually transformative. 

          Al-Ghazālī’s synthesis reconciled mysticism and orthodoxy: through taṣawwuf, 
he aimed to reconcile the legal with the spiritual in his magnum opus Iḥyāʾ ʿUlūm al-
Dīn (The Revival of Religious Sciences), in which he sought to synthesize outward law 
(fiqh) with inner spirituality (Al-Ghazālī, 2004; Nasr, 1981). Contemporary Islamic eth-
ics use al-Ghazālī’s synthesis as a vehicle for spiritual reform without betraying ortho-
dox doctrine. More recently, a new generation of scholars such as Esposito and Kalin 
(2019) have revisited al-Ghazālī to advance an Islamic universal ethic balancing rea-
son and transcendence—one highly compatible with interfaith and peacebuilding en-
terprises. 

          Collectively, these Sunni thinkers had developed a paradigm where theology is 
practical, law-bound, and spiritually disciplined. Their insistence on ijtihād—or inde-
pendent reasoning—within the bounds of revelation—made Sunni Islam remain intel-
lectually vigorous across centuries. The pluralism of madhāhib, or the presence of 
legal schools, also attests to the Sunni belief that diversity within the parameters of 
revelation is a mercy of God, not disunity. This intellectual elasticity explains why Sunni 
orthodoxy has been easier to adapt to world cultural contexts throughout history while 
maintaining theological integrity (Brown, 2009; Esposito, 2019). 

Classical Shia Contributions 
The Shia intellectual tradition, represented by al-Ṭūsī and al-Majlisī, anchors the the-
ology of divine authority and the sanctity of the Ahl al-Bayt. Their scholarship bears 
witness to the depth of the Imāmī epistemology, which conceives the Imams as carri-
ers of divine wisdom and moral authority. Al-Ṭūsī’s codification of hadīth and jurispru-
dence in works such as al-Amālī and al-Istibṣār had established the rationalist basis 
of Shia legal methodology. He confirmed that human reason, ʿaql, is a gift from God 
meant for discerning moral truth but should at all times be brought into conformity with 
the guidance of the divinely appointed Imam (Al-Ṭūsī, n.d.). 
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          Al-Majlisi took these theological underpinnings, centuries later, into the domain 
of cultural symbolism. His monumental Biḥār al-Anwār compiled narrations that turned 
the story of martyrdom at Karbalāʾ into a collective ethos of resistance and moral cour-
age (Al-Majlisī, 1624/1983). For him, theology was not something confined to creed 
but a living drama, replayed in every generation that pursues justice. Modern Shia 
thinkers like Haeri (2014) and Mervin (2018) read the corpus of Majlisī as the bridge 
between theology and culture, bringing out how remembrance (dhikr) and ritual mourn-
ing reinforce communal identity and ethical consciousness. 

          Recent scholarship underlines the idea that Shia theology, even if so often la-
beled hierarchical, is of its very nature dialogical: the meaning of the interpretive tradi-
tion is in constant interaction with changing historical contexts. Al-Ṭūsī’s rationalism 
drove how the Shia seminaries of today think through the place of human sciences 
within the sphere of jurisprudence, and Majlisī’s moral stories still inspire public rituals 
that connect faith with social ethics. The works of both thinkers ensure theology re-
mains an active, self-renewing discourse and not some sort of static inheritance. 

Modern Scholarly Contributions 

In contemporary scholarship, scholars like Esposito (2019), Kamrava (2015), 

Ghobadzadeh (2016), and Akrami (2021) have been instrumental in recontextualizing 

classical Sunni and Shia doctrines within modern social realities. As part of his com-

parative research, Esposito underlines that sectarianism today is more political than 

theological; it is a struggle for power, not an expression of genuine doctrinal antipathy. 

He mentions that the Sunni–Shia divide, which originated in early Islamic history, today 

often acts as a “symbolic boundary” manipulated by states to legitimize their authority 

(Esposito, 2019). Such a clear distinction between faith and politics provides a key 

methodological insight for modern theological studies: sectarian identity has to be an-

alyzed not only in light of belief systems but as a sociocultural construct. 

      Fanar Haddad’s research on sectarian identity formation likewise demonstrates 
that Sunni–Shia boundaries often emerge from socio-political narratives rather than 
theological necessity, highlighting the importance of historical memory and state dis-
course in shaping communal perception (Haddad, 2011). 

          Kamrava (2015) extends this view by connecting theological inheritance with 
the modern Shia political awakening, specifically in the aftermath of the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution. He shows how religious doctrine, reinterpreted from a political philosophy 
perspective, informs contemporary Muslim governance. Ghobadzadeh (2016) and 
Akrami (2021) also emphasize how Sunni and Shia traditions are increasingly oriented 
toward what they call “moral modernity,” where theological authenticity and democratic 
ethics are combined. Such a trend is a salutary direction in Islamic scholarship, one 
that resonates with IOU’s academic vision of integrating revelation with intellectual 
curiosity. 

          Mervin (2018) and Louër (2011) go further by placing in perspective how con-
temporary rituals, pilgrimages, and social activism represent theological principles in 
public life. They reveal how the yearly ʿĀshūrāʾ commemorations, Arbaʿīn pilgrimage, 
and Sunni practice of community daʿwah function as parallel mechanisms of cultural 
reproduction rooted in theological conviction. These works collectively illustrate that 
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theology and culture are inseparable in Islam and that both Sunni and Shia traditions 
continue to reshape piety in response to modernity. 

Inter-Sectarian Synthesis 
An integrated understanding of Sunni and Shia scholarship displays various conver-
gent points. Both traditions emphasize divine unity or tawḥīd, justice or ʿadl, and the 
necessity of moral leadership. What differentiates them is mainly the interpretation of 
authority, not the essence of faith. Sunni theology, which is shūrā-based, advances 
consensus and community participation, while Shia theology, within its imāmah frame-
work, highlights divine moral authority. Yet both insist that leadership must reflect jus-
tice and truth. According to Esposito and Kalin (2019), this is best conceived as a 
“dialectic of legitimacy” in which the Muslim community is always renegotiating be-
tween divine command and human responsibility. 

          Theologically, both traditions affirm the compatibility of revelation and reason, 
though they differ in emphasis. Ibn Taymiyyah and Al-Ṭūsī, notwithstanding coming 
from opposite traditions, are fully convinced of one thing: truth cannot contradict reve-
lation. In fact, the consensus of Ibn Taymiyyah and Al-Ṭūsī, hailing from opposite tra-
ditions, on the primacy of divine guidance over speculation is an understudied field of 
theological ethics. Modern scholars, like Akrami (2021) and Ghobadzadeh (2016), ad-
vocate for reviving this intellectual dialogue as a foundation for intra-Muslim reconcili-
ation. This kind of scholarship positions theological diversity less as a threat to unity 
than as evidence of Islam’s intellectual vitality. 

Contemporary Scholarship on Sunni–Shia Relations 

Recent scholarship emphasizes that Sunni–Shia relations in the modern period are shaped less 

by classical theology and more by political mobilization, identity construction, and regional 

geopolitics. 

For instance, Fanani Afif (2019) argues that sectarian identity is often activated by elites rather 

than organically rooted in society. His work demonstrates that sectarian conflict in the Middle 

East frequently follows state collapse or political competition rather than doctrinal disputes. 

Similarly, Laurence Louër (2020) in her studies on Gulf politics shows that governments to 

legitimize power structures and marginalize opposition groups strategically deploy sectarian 

narratives. Her analysis demonstrates that sectarianism functions as a political language rather 

than a purely religious division. 

Recent sociological research by Toby Matthiesen (2017) further reinforces this perspective, 

noting that sectarian tensions intensify when political regimes instrumentalize religious identity 

to mobilize support or suppress dissent. 

These studies suggest that modern Sunni–Shia tensions should be analyzed primarily through 

political sociology rather than classical theology. 

Summary of Literature Review 

This chapter examined the historical, theological, and cultural foundations of Sunni and Shia 

Islam through both classical and contemporary scholarship. It demonstrated that the Sunni–

Shia divide originated in early disputes over political and spiritual leadership following the 

death of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم, but gradually developed into distinct theological, legal, and intellectual 
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traditions. While Sunnis grounded authority in communal consensus (shūrā) and the develop-

ment of jurisprudential schools, Shia thought centered authority in the doctrine of Imāmah and 

the divinely guided lineage of the Ahl al-Bayt. 

     The literature review highlighted the enduring influence of classical Sunni scholars such as 

Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn ʿUthaymīn, and al-Ghazālī, who emphasized textual fidelity, doctrinal 

clarity, and the unity of knowledge and action. Their works continue to shape contemporary 

Sunni reform movements and pedagogical models. On the Shia side, Shaykh al-Ṭūsī and al-

Majlisī institutionalized Imāmī theology and embedded it within a vibrant culture of memory, 

ritual, and moral symbolism, particularly through narratives of Karbalāʾ and devotion to the 

Imams. 

     Modern scholarship has expanded the discussion beyond doctrinal boundaries to include 

sociology, anthropology, political science, and identity formation. Scholars such as Esposito, 

Kamrava, Louër, Mervin, Akrami, and Ghobadzadeh argue that sectarian differences today are 

often shaped more by political and socio-cultural forces than by purely theological disagree-

ment. Contemporary research increasingly interprets theology as lived culture, demonstrating 

how concepts such as Khilāfah and Imāmah function not only as doctrinal positions but also as 

frameworks for communal identity and ethical action. 

     The chapter ultimately reveals that Sunni and Shia traditions, despite divergent understand-

ings of authority, share foundational commitments to tawḥīd, justice (ʿadl), and moral leader-

ship. The literature suggests that theological diversity within Islam reflects an ongoing dialectic 

between revelation and reason, authenticity and adaptation. This scholarly conversation pro-

vides the theoretical foundation for the present study, which approaches Sunni–Shia relations 

not merely as sectarian rivalry but as an evolving intellectual and cultural continuum shaped 

by history, doctrine, and modernity. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Chapter Three: Historical and Doctrinal Background 

           3.1 Sunni and Shia definitions 

           Before analysing the cultural implications of Sunni–Shia distinctions, it is es-
sential to identify who the Sunnis and Shias are. Although both groups share the foun-
dational pillars of Islam—belief in the oneness of Allah, in Prophet Muḥammad صلى الله عليه وسلم as 
His final messenger, and in the Qurʾān as the ultimate revelation—they differ pro-
foundly in questions of authority, governance, and theological interpretation. The 
Qurʾān states: “Indeed, this Qur’an guides to that which is most suitable and gives 
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good tidings to the believers who do righteous deeds that they will have a great re-
ward” (Qurʾān 17:9, Saheeh International). These distinctions have produced diverse 
historical trajectories and intellectual traditions that continue to influence Muslim iden-
tity. According to Sunni and Shia scholars alike (Ibn Taymiyyah, n.d.; Al-ʿUthaymīn, 
n.d.; Sobhani, 1998; Al-Qaffārī, n.d.), understanding these identities is key to appreci-
ating the nature of their theological and cultural differences. 

3.2 Definition of Sunni Islam 

           The term Ahlus-Sunnah wal-Jamāʿah refers to those who adhere firmly to the 
Sunnah of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم in creed, worship, and practice, maintaining unity upon rev-
elation without deviation. Ibn ʿUthaymīn defines them as those “steady upon the Sun-
nah and united upon it” in both faith and judgment (Al-ʿUthaymīn, n.d., p. 38). Their 
consensus represents fidelity to the Qurʾān, the authentic ḥadīth, and the collective 
agreement (ijmāʿ) of the Muslim community. Ibn Taymiyyah elaborates that true Sun-
nis manifest their faith both outwardly—in speech and action—and inwardly—in sin-
cerity and conviction (Ibn Taymiyyah, n.d., p. 16). Theologically, they uphold that rev-
elation, not reason or lineage, is the sole source of religious authority. Ahlus-Sunnah 
thus emphasizes moderation (wasatiyyah) and balance between law, creed, and spir-
ituality, a legacy preserved in classical texts and reaffirmed by modern scholars (Es-
posito & Kalin, 2019; Kamrava, 2015). 

           In short, Sunnis are bound together by adherence to prophetic guidance and 
communal cohesion. The source of their worship, knowledge, and government is im-
mediately from the Divine, which preserves them from innovation (bidʿah). As Ibn Tay-
miyyah himself argues, it is departure from revelation that divides people, while adher-
ence to it unites them. It is this very point that sets the Ahlus-Sunnah wal-Jamāʿah 
apart as heirs to the legacy of the Prophet’s way (Al-ʿUthaymīn, n.d.; Ibn Taymiyyah, 
n.d.). 

3.3 Shiaism Definition 

          The term Shia literally means “followers” or “partisans.” Historically, it referred 
to those who, after the Prophet’s  صلى الله عليه وسلم passing, held that Ali ibn Abī Ṭālib (r.a) and his 
descendants were divinely appointed to lead the Muslim community. This belief in the 
exclusive authority of the Prophet’s family was to form the theological nucleus of Shia 
Islam, as maintained by scholars such as al-Qaffārī (n.d.) and Sobhani (1998). Narra-
tions of the Prophet’s praise for Ali’s virtue and leadership further helped in forming a 
loyal group known as Shīʿat Ali, or the followers of Ali. Their dedication remained con-
stant even after the death of the Prophet Muḥammad صلى الله عليه وسلم and eventually shaped Shia 
identity into a religious and socio-political movement based on the principle of divine 
guidance through lineage. According to modern scholarship by scholars like Mervin 
(2018), this early allegiance developed into a theological system that combined love 
for the Prophet’s household with a vision of moral governance. 

Al-Qaffārī (n.d.) defines the Shia al-Imāmiyyah al-Ithnā ʿAshariyyah (Twelver Shias) 
as those who believe in twelve infallible Imams descending from Ali and Fāṭimah (r.a). 
They uphold that the Imams are divinely chosen, sinless, and possess exclusive au-
thority to interpret the Qurʾān and Sunnah. Their jurisprudential and theological frame-
work relies on canonical texts such as al-Kāfī, al-Tahdhīb, and Man Lā Yaḥḍuruhu al-
Faqīh. Distinctive doctrines include ʿiṣmah (infallibility), al-ghaybah (occultation), and 
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taqiyyah (dissimulation). These beliefs establish a distinct religious epistemology that 
contrasts with Sunni shūrā (consultative) leadership. Modern writers like Haeri (2014) 
and Akrami (2021) argue that such doctrines not only define authority but also rein-
force Shia communal solidarity and moral purpose in a changing world. 

           In integrated terms, the Shia Imāmiyyah Ithnā ʿAshariyyah are those who rec-
ognize twelve divinely appointed Imams from the lineage of Ali (r.a), considering them 
guardians of faith and interpreters of divine will (al-Qaffārī, n.d.; Sobhani, 1998). Their 
devotion is both theological and political since it emanates from the belief that true 
leadership, imāmah, is necessarily divinely ordained. The Imams serve as intermedi-
aries of knowledge and exemplary guides of divine justice. Shia theology thus brings 
together devotion to the family of the Prophet with a complete system of law, ethics, 
and cosmology, extending the Prophetic mission throughout history (Mervin, 2018; 
Daftary, 2011). 

3.4 Sunni and Shia: Rival Definitions of Authority 

          For Sunnis, authority resides in the revealed texts and the consensus of the 
community. Leadership after the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم is selected through shūrā—consultation 
amongst qualified believers—and its legitimacy is ensured by adherence to revelation 
and the practice of justice. As Ibn Taymiyyah (n.d.) and Ibn ʿUthaymīn (n.d.) explain, 
in Islam, authority is moral before it is political. This was adhered to by the Rightly 
Guided Caliphs, who achieved legitimacy through the consent of the ummah rather 
than because of divine heredity. According to modern scholars such as Kamrava 
(2015), this led to rather flexible models of governance, with diverse cultural adapta-
tions, but with an emphasis on accountability and communal unity. 

          By contrast, Shia (Shia Imāmiyyah Ithnā ʿAshariyyah) theology situates author-
ity within a divinely chosen lineage. The twelve Imams, beginning with Ali and ending 
with the awaited Mahdī, are regarded as both spiritual and temporal leaders (Sobhani, 
1998; al-Mufīd, 1981). Their ʿiṣmah protects them from error, ensuring that divine law 
is preserved free from human corruption. Al-Majlisi (1983) elaborates that this struc-
ture guarantees continuity of divine guidance after Prophethood. Contemporary anal-
yses by Akrami (2021) interpret this doctrine as a metaphysical safeguard of justice in 
societies prone to tyranny, rather than mere hereditary succession. 

          While the Sunnis and Shias are united in core Islamic beliefs in the oneness of 
God, finality of prophethood, and authority of the Qurʾān, in leadership theory, they 
diverged sharply. Sunnis draw their legitimacy from communal consensus and moral 
responsibility, while Shias look for it in the divine appointment of the Imams to uphold 
the truth (al-Qaffārī, n.d.; Daftary, 2011). Modern comparative scholars such as Es-
posito (2019) and Ghobadzadeh (2016) raise the idea that this difference reflects two 
legitimate theological responses to the very same challenge: how to preserve divine 
truth in human governance. While one emphasizes institutional unity, the other priori-
tizes spiritual infallibility—together illustrating Islam’s rich plurality of thought. 

3.5 Jurisprudence and Legal Traditions 

3.5.1 The Sunni Legal Framework 

          The juridical traditions of Sunni and Shia Islam reveal how theology translates 
into structured systems of law, ethics, and social order. Both traditions ground their 
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jurisprudence (fiqh) in divine revelation—Qurʾān and Sunnah—yet differ in the inter-
pretation of authority and the scope of human reasoning (ijtihād). These differences 
manifest in distinct legal methodologies, institutional frameworks, and social practices 
that shape Muslim life (Hallaq, 2009; Nasr, 1981). 

          Sunni jurisprudence evolved around four canonical schools (madhāhib): Ḥanafī, 
Mālikī, Shāfiʿī, and Ḥanbalī. Each system codified the process by which divine law 
(Sharīʿah) is interpreted through scholarly consensus (ijmāʿ) and analogical reasoning 
(qiyās). The foundational sources of Sunni law are well established: the Qurʾān, the 
Sunnah of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم, ijmāʿ, and qiyās (Kamali, 2003). This framework ensures 
that law remains rooted in revelation but adaptable to changing circumstances. 

          The Qurʾān is viewed as the primary, infallible source of law, addressing funda-
mental moral and legal principles. The Sunnah clarifies and supplements Qurʾānic 
commands, providing the Prophet’s practical application of divine guidance. The au-
thenticity of ḥadīth reports was ensured through the rigorous sciences of transmission 
and verification, exemplified in works such as Ṣaḥīḥ Al-Bukhariand Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim 
(Brown, 2009). Thereafter, consensus among scholars became a mechanism for pre-
serving communal unity and ensuring doctrinal stability. Finally, qiyās provided flexi-
bility, allowing jurists to derive rulings for unprecedented cases based on analogical 
principles (Kamali, 2003). 

          This multi-tiered methodology reflects Sunni theology’s emphasis on the com-
munity’s collective wisdom (ijmāʿ al-ummah). Authority is dispersed among qualified 
jurists (ʿulamāʾ), and legitimacy stems from the interpretive consensus rather than 
charismatic or hereditary claims. The legal system thus mirrors Sunni ideals of balance 
between revelation and rationality, continuity and adaptability (Hallaq, 2009). 

3.5.2 The Shia Legal Framework 

          Shia jurisprudence (fiqh al-Jaʿfarī) diverges from this model by grounding legal 
authority in the Imāmah. The Twelve Imāms, beginning with Ali ibn Abī Ṭālib and end-
ing with the awaited al-Mahdī (peace be upon them), are regarded as divinely ap-
pointed and infallible interpreters of the Sharīʿah (Momen, 1985). Their sayings and 
actions constitute a continuation of the Prophet’s Sunnah, ensuring unbroken divine 
guidance even after prophetic revelation ceased (Sobhani, 1998). 

          The main sources of Shia law are the Qurʾān, Sunnah (including that of the 
Imāms), ijmāʿ (consensus sanctioned by an infallible Imām), and ʿaql (reason). The 
inclusion of ʿaql highlights Shia jurisprudence’s intellectual openness: reasoning is 
valid only when consistent with the principles taught by the Imāms (Haeri, 2014). This 
rationalist approach gave rise to a distinctive hermeneutic, integrating moral philoso-
phy and metaphysics within legal discourse. 

          Shia scholars such as al-Ṭūsī (d. 1067) and Al-Majlisi (d. 1699) systematized 
these principles in monumental works such as Tahdhīb al-Aḥkām and Bihār al-Anwār. 
Contemporary marājiʿ (sources of emulation) like Ayatollah al-Sistani continue this tra-
dition by issuing legal rulings (fatāwā) on modern matters—ranging from bioethics to 
political governance—demonstrating the continuing vitality of ijtihād in Shia thought 
(Sistani, 1998). In contrast to Sunni taqlīd (juristic conformity), Shia law encourages 
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qualified mujtahidīn to exercise independent reasoning within the parameters of 
Imamic guidance. 

3.6 The Emergence and Genesis of Sunni Legal Schools of Thought 

3.6.1 Early Foundations of Juridical Thought 

         The evolution of Sunni legal schools (madhāhib) reflects Islam’s intellectual ma-
turity and adaptability. Following the Prophet Muḥammad صلى الله عليه وسلم, the Muslim community 
faced new circumstances that required systematic interpretation of divine revelation. 
Jurists responded by developing methods of reasoning that would preserve fidelity to 
the Qurʾān and Sunnah while ensuring relevance to changing contexts (Hallaq, 2009). 

          During the Prophet’s lifetime, all legal and moral guidance emanated directly 
from revelation. With his passing, this responsibility transferred to the Companions 
(ṣaḥābah), who derived rulings through consultation (shūrā) and reason (ra’y). The 
Rightly Guided Caliphs, particularly Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, introduced procedural re-
forms based on public welfare (maṣlaḥah) without violating the core principles of rev-
elation (Kamali, 2003). These early practices became the nucleus of what later 
emerged as independent schools of law. 

          By the first Islamic century, regional differences in juristic methodology had ap-
peared. Scholars in the Ḥijāz—such as Saʿīd ibn al-Musayyib and Mālik ibn Anas—
emphasized reliance on transmitted reports (ḥadīth) and the lived precedent of Me-
dina, the Prophet’s city. In contrast, jurists in Iraq, notably Abū Ḥanīfah, faced complex 
socio-political contexts and therefore employed analogy (qiyās) and rational inference 
(istiḥsān) to resolve novel issues (Hodgson, 1974). These tendencies—textualism and 
rationalism—were not antagonistic but complementary expressions of a single intel-
lectual quest to discern divine will. 

3.6.2 The Canonical Schools 

          Over time, these regional traditions coalesced into four enduring Sunni schools: 

1. Ḥanafī School – Founded by Abū Ḥanīfah (d. 767 CE), it prioritized rational 
deduction and flexibility, making it highly influential in administrative law under 
the ʿAbbāsids and Ottoman Empire. 

2. Mālikī School – Established by Mālik ibn Anas (d. 795 CE), it grounded rulings 
in the practice of the people of Medina (ʿamal ahl al-Madīnah) as the living em-
bodiment of Prophetic Sunnah. 

3. Shāfiʿī School – Systematized by Muḥammad ibn Idrīs al-Shāfiʿī (d. 820 CE), 
who reconciled textualism and reasoning in his seminal al-Risālah, which de-
fined the structure of Islamic legal theory (uṣūl al-fiqh). 

4. Ḥanbalī School – Founded by Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal (d. 855 CE), it stressed strict 
adherence to textual evidence, rejecting speculative reasoning beyond explicit 
revelation. 

          Each school formulated distinctive methodologies yet remained united in creed 
and objectives. Their coexistence epitomized pluralism within orthodoxy. Despite oc-
casional rivalry, jurists recognized that differences in reasoning reflected diversity in 
interpretive approach, not deviation from faith (Kamali, 2003; Brown, 2009). 
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     Wael Hallaq (2009) notes that the institutionalization of these madhāhib was not a 
sign of fragmentation but rather a structured pluralism within Sunni orthodoxy. The 
methodological tools of ijmāʿ (consensus) and qiyās (analogical reasoning) created a 
jurisprudential culture that valued interpretive flexibility while remaining anchored  

3.8 Sacred History and Remembrance 

          The most evident expression of how Sunnis and Shias translate theology into 
culture is the way they remember sacred history. Both remember formative moments 
in early Islam, but each interprets and ritualizes them in its own way, consonant with 
theological positions. Sunni Islam emphasizes the unity, moral integrity, and exem-
plary leadership of the Khulafāʾ al-Rāshidūn—the four Rightly Guided Caliphs who 
preserved the Prophet’s legacy through consultation (shūrā) and justice (ʿadl) (As-
Suyūṭī, 2008, p. 102). In contrast, Shia Islam makes the martyrdom of Imam Ḥusayn 
at Karbalāʾ (680 CE) the centerpiece of its sacred story: it figures as the iconic moment 
of resistance against tyranny and ultimate devotion to divine truth (Al-Majlisī, 1983, p. 
94; Rizvi, 1984, p. 71). This is not just a point of historical tragedy; more than that, it 
is a recurring moral lesson which has outlined Shia piety, solidarity, and identity. Mod-
ern scholars do note that such commemorations have been instrumental in sustaining 
collective memory and theological difference across centuries (Mervin, 2018; Nasr, 
2016). 

3.8.1 Sunni Memory of Sacred History 

          In Sunni theology, then, leadership after the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم depends upon shūrā, or 
consultation, ijmāʿ, or consensus, and ʿadl, or justice (As-Suyūṭī, 2008, p. 103). The 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم did not appoint a successor but left guiding principles of governance rooted 
in equity and moral integrity. Thus, after him came leadership to the Companions—
Abū Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali (may Allah be pleased with them)—who maintained 
the unity of Islam through their respective piety and service (As-Suyūṭī, 2008, p. 104). 
Sunni scholars consider this period to be the Golden Age of Islam, a time that was 
characterized by justice, adherence to Qurʾān and Sunnah, and consultative decision-
making. The Prophet  صلى الله عليه وسلم said: “Follow my Sunnah and the Sunnah of the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs after me; hold fast to it and bite onto it with your molars” (Abū Dāwūd, 4607; 
al-Tirmidhī, 2676). According to Kamrava (2015), this principle generated a moral-po-
litical universe focused on accountability and communal legitimacy, the hallmark that 
distinguished Sunni governance from dynastic absolutism. 

3.8.2 The Virtues of the Four Khulafāʾ al-Rāshidūn 

   Among the Companions, Abū Bakr (r.a) is distinguished by compassion, firm faith, 
and complete devotion, and the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم described him as “the most merciful among 
my ummah” (As-Suyūṭī, 2008, p. 108). His early support of Islam, generosity, and 
steadfastness made him the natural choice at Saqīfah after the Prophet’s passing. His 
virtues include steadfast faith during trials (Al-Bukhari& Muslim, n.d.), closeness to the 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم (al-Tirmidhī, as cited in As-Suyūṭī, 2008, p. 114), divine tranquility in the 
cave (Qurʾān 9:40, Saheeh International), and generosity through charity and freeing 
slaves (Qurʾān 92:5–7). Esposito and Kalin (2019) observe that his leadership estab-
lished a lasting model of governance rooted in moral virtue and consultation. 

          Ahl al-Sunnah wa’l-Jamāʿah regard  Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb (r.a) as a model of 
wisdom and justice, with revelations aligning with his judgments on matters such as 
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hypocrites and ḥijāb (Qurʾān 9:84; Qurʾān 33:53, Saheeh International) (Muslim, n.d.; 
Ibn Taymiyyah, n.d.). 
As-Suyūṭī (2008, p. 118) describes him as al-Muḥaddath, and scholars note that his 
reforms balanced spiritual accountability with effective governance (Nasr, 2016; 
Akrami, 2021). 

       Uthmān ibn ʿAffān (r.a) is remembered for modesty and generosity, and the 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم said, “Should I not feel shy before a man before whom even the angels are 
shy?” (Al-Bukhari& Muslim, n.d., 2401). His charity at Tabūk and the standardization 
of the Qurʾān marked his caliphate, and despite later unrest, scholars emphasize his 
humility and administrative merit (Al-Tirmidhī & Al-Ḥākim, n.d., 3701; As-Suyūṭī, 2008, 
p. 121; Mervin, 2018; Kamrava, 2015). 

        Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib (r.a) holds a unique status, revered in Sunni thought as the fourth 
Rightly Guided Caliph and in Shia theology as the divinely appointed successor and 
first Imam (Sobhani, 1998, p. 97; Al-Qaffārī, n.d., p. 45). The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم affirmed his 
closeness by saying, “Alī is from me, and I am from him; he is the guardian of every 
believer after me” (As-Suyūṭī, 2008, p. 124). His bravery at Khaybar and lifelong de-
fense of Islam exemplify his virtues, and his sermons in Nahj al-Balāghah reflect a 
synthesis of intellect and spirituality (Al-Bukhari& Muslim, n.d.; As-Suyūṭī, 2008, p. 
125; Nasr, 2016). The ḥadīth comparing him to Hārūn was interpreted by Sunnis as 
companionship and by Shia scholars as succession, shaping enduring debates on 
imāmah and khilāfah (Ibn Taymiyyah, n.d., p. 16; Al-Majlisi, 1983, p. 112; Mervin, 
2018; Modarressi, 2013). 

3.8.3 Summary: Sunni Memory of the Rightly Guided Caliphs 

          Ahlus-Sunnah wal-Jamāʿah revere the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم’s Companions—especially 
the four Rightly Guided Caliphs—as exemplars of piety and just governance. Their 
leadership was established by shūrā (consultation) and ijmāʿ (consensus), each con-
tributing uniquely (As-Suyūṭī, 2008; Ibn Kathīr, n.d.; Al-Ṭabarī, n.d.). 

1. Abū Bakr (r.a): Chosen for his mercy, firmness, and closeness to the Prophet 
 .صلى الله عليه وسلم

2. Umar (r.a): Known for justice and rulings aligned with revelation (al-Muḥad-
dath). 

3. Uthmān (r.a): Revered for his modesty, generosity, and preservation of the 
Qurʾān. 

4. Alī (r.a): Remembered for his courage, scholarship, and martyrdom. 

This era—the Khilāfah al-Rāshidah—is viewed as Islam’s golden age, marked by fi-
delity to revelation and prophetic guidance (Ibn Taymiyyah, n.d.; Philips, 2001). Sunni 
Islam regards the Khilāfah al-Rāshidah—encompassing Abū Bakr, Umar, Uthmān, 
and Alī (r.a)—as the authentic extension of the Prophet’s mission. Leadership was 
based on shūrā, ijmāʿ, and ʿadl (justice), not divine appointment (Bilal Philips, 2001; 
Ibn Taymiyyah, n.d.; As-Suyūṭī, 2008). 

3.8.31 Selected Aḥādīth Supporting This Doctrine: 

1. “The Caliphate after me will last for thirty years; then it will be kingship.”  (Abū 
Dāwūd, 4646; Tirmidhī, 2226; Aḥmad, 21919). 
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2. “Follow my Sunnah and the Sunnah of the Rightly Guided Caliphs after me; 
hold fast to it.”  (Abū Dāwūd, 4607; Tirmidhī, 2676). 

3. “Tell Abū Bakr to lead the people in prayer.”  (Al-Bukhārī, 683; Muslim, 418). 
4. “If I were to take a khalīl, I would have taken Abū Bakr.”  (Al-Bukhāri, 3654; 

Muslim, 2382). 
5. “Shall I not be modest before one before whom the angels are modest?”  (Mus-

lim, 2401; Al-Bukhari,3693). 
6. “You are to me as Hārūn was to Mūsā, except there is no prophet after me.”  

(Muslim, 2404). 
7. “We used to consider Abū Bakr the best, then Umar, then Uthmān.”  (Al-Bu-

khāri, 3655). 
8. “The best of my ummah are my generation, then those who follow them.”  (Al-

Bukhari,3650; Muslim 2533). 
9. “Whoever obeys me obeys Allah, and whoever dies without a pledge of alle-

giance dies a death of ignorance.”  (Al-Bukhari,2957; Muslim, 1851). 

Together, these narrations form the theological basis of Sunni legitimacy, unity, and 
continuity through the Khilāfah al-Rāshidah (Ibn Kathīr, n.d.; al-Ṭabarī, n.d.). 

3.9 Shia Memory of Sacred History 

3.9.1 Karbalāʾ and the Formation of Shia Identity 

          The Shia community's understanding of sacred history is inextricably connected 
to its doctrine of divine justice, martyrdom, and eschatological hope. Where Sunni 
memory of early Islam focuses on collective unity and the triumph of the first four ca-
liphs, Shia memory is dominated by the tragedy of Karbalāʾ and the perpetual suffering 
of the Ahl al-Bayt, the family of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم. The historical narrative becomes a 
moral and spiritual lens through which identity, authority, and piety are created. The 
martyrdom of Imām Ḥusayn ibn Ali (r.a) at Karbalāʾ in 680 CE stands at the center of 
Shia consciousness. This single event is regarded not merely as a political tragedy but 
as the decisive manifestation of truth over tyranny. The classical Shia historians, such 
as Al-Majlisi (1983, p. 94) and Al-Ṣadūq (1982, p. 71), viewed the episode as a clear 
symbol of sacrifice in defence of divine justice. Ḥusayn’s uprising against Yazīd ibn 
Muʿāwiyah represented, in their view, the eternal conflict between ḥaqq and bāṭil. 

          In this moral drama, martyrdom assumes salvific power. It is an act of witness 
to the sovereignty of God rather than an acceptance of defeat. As it is stated in the 
Qurʾān, “And do not say about those who are killed in the way of Allah, ‘They are 
dead.’ Rather, they are alive, but you perceive (it) not.” (Qurʾān 2:154, Saheeh Inter-
national). The memory of Ḥusayn transforms history into theology; to remember him 
is to re-enact the covenant of fidelity to divine will. Shia scholars like Al-Mufīd (1981, 
p. 22) and Rizvī (1984, p. 78) believe that Karbalāʾ forged a unique paradigm of moral 
resistance. Believers, through weeping, lamentation, and the rituals of ʿĀshūrāʾ, par-
ticipate symbolically in Ḥusayn’s sacrifice. Contemporary thinkers such as Sobhani 
(2011, p. 215) maintain that this commemoration continues to sustain Shia communal 
cohesion and their quest for justice in modern contexts. 

3.9.2 Imāmate as Sacred Continuity 

          In Shīʿism, the doctrine of Imāmah is a central theological tenet that establishes 
continuity between prophecy and spiritual leadership. According to Al-Qaffārī (n.d., p. 
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45), the Imām is considered the divinely appointed guardian of the revelation, pos-
sessing ʿiṣmah (infallibility) along with inner knowledge, ʿilm al-bāṭin. Ḥusayn’s mar-
tyrdom represents the culmination of a divinely ordained line of Imāms tracing back to 
Ali ibn Abī Ṭālib (r.a). Al-Majlisi (1983, p. 97) states that Imāms maintain in themselves 
the inner meaning of the Qurʾān, the living expositions of divine guidance. The suffer-
ing of the Imāms is parallel to that of the prophets; their sorrow unifies sacred history 
from Adam to Muḥammad صلى الله عليه وسلم onward. “And we made from among them leaders guiding 
by our command when they were patient and (when) they were certain of Our signs.” 
(Qurʾān 32:24 Saheeh International). This verse is often quoted to justify the belief in 
spiritual leadership, not political leadership, and rests on divine election, not communal 
consensus. In Shia exegesis, each historical incident is a function of this theological 
prism. The persecution of the Imāms is an extension of the Qurʾānic theme of the 
prophets persecuted by tyrants. In this paradigm, Karbalāʾ is no longer a tragedy in 
isolation but rather becomes the archetype of divine trial, continuing the tradition of the 
perseverance of Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, and ʿĪsā (peace be upon them all). 

3.9.3 Taqiyyah and the Ethics of Survival 

          In fact, taqiyyah originated from centuries of persecution suffered by the Shia 
minority. Rather than hypocrisy, scholars like Al-Ṣadūq (1982, p. 91) and Sobhani 
(2013, p. 142) present it as a licit protective measure based upon the Qurʾānic princi-
ple of necessity: “Except for one who is forced (to renounce his religion) while his heart 
is secure in faith.” (Qurʾān 16:106). 

          Taqiyyah thus facilitated the preservation of knowledge and spiritual networks 
even under hostile regimes. It was, in the words of Al-Mufīd (1981, p. 64), “a shield of 
the believer until the truth is given open victory.” In later centuries, especially under 
the ʿAbbāsid regime, taqiyyah secured the survival of the Imāmī scholarly tradition, 
safeguarding the hidden communication between disciples and the concealed Imām. 

          According to modern researchers such as Halm (2012, p. 87), taqiyyah also 
functions as a moral strategy of patience and prudence. It is part of the greater Shia 
ethic of endurance in the face of oppression, best embodied by the steadfastness of 
Zaynab bint Alī after Karbalāʾ. 

3.10 Doctrines of Eschatology and Authority in Sunni and Shia Islam 

3.10.1 Introduction 
Eschatology in both traditions is also influenced by their earlier doctrines of authority discussed 

in section 3.4. It concerns belief in life after death, resurrection (al-baʿth), divine judg-
ment (al-ḥisāb), paradise (al-jannah), and hellfire (al-nār). These doctrines form one 
of the six pillars of faith (arkān al-īmān) as taught by the Prophet Muhammad  صلى الله عليه وسلم in the 
ḥadīth of Jibrīl (Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 8).  
Alongside eschatology, authority (wilāyah or khilāfah) defines how divine guidance 
continues after the Prophet’s death, shaping each sect’s understanding of legitimate 
leadership and interpretation of revelation. 

 
While both Sunni and Shia Muslims affirm the fundamental truths of resurrection, ac-
countability, and eternal recompense, their interpretations of authority in the eschato-
logical narrative diverge significantly. Sunnis emphasize communal consensus and 
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the preservation of the Prophetic Sunnah, whereas Shia theology integrates eschato-
logical hope through the awaited Imam al-Mahdī, viewed as a divinely guided restorer 
of justice. 
 

 

3.10.2 Sunni Doctrine of Eschatology 
Sunni Islam presents a structured and detailed vision of the end times derived from 
the Qurʾān, authentic ḥadīth, and classical scholarship. The eschatological journey 
begins with death and continues through the grave (al-barzakh), resurrection, judg-
ment, and eternal abode (Ibn Kathīr, 1998). 

1. Death and the Grave (al-barzakh): 
Death marks the transition from temporal life to an intermediate existence in 
which the soul experiences either comfort or torment according to faith and 
deeds. The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم said, “The grave is the first stage of the Hereafter; who-
ever passes it safely, what follows will be easier” (al-Tirmidhī, 2308). Qurʾān 
23:99–100 Saheeh International affirms this liminal state where the deceased 
await resurrection. 

2. Resurrection and Judgment: 
Sunnis believe that Allah will resurrect all beings on the Day of Resurrection 
(Yawm al-Qiyāmah), when every soul will receive its record of deeds (Qurʾān 
18:49 Saheeh International). Accountability will be based on faith, intention, and 
action, in accordance with divine justice and mercy (Ibn Qayyim, 2003) 

3. Signs of the Hour: 
Eschatological traditions describe major and minor signs that precede the Day 
of Judgment. Minor signs include moral decay, loss of knowledge, and wide-
spread injustice. Major signs encompass the emergence of the False Messiah 
(Al-Dajjāl), the descent of Jesus (ʿĪsā ibn Maryam), Gog and Magog (Yaʾjūj wa-
Maʾjūj), and the rising of the sun from the west (Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 2937). 

4. The Mahdī: 
While belief in a messianic figure called the Mahdī exists in Sunni thought, it is 
not a central pillar of faith. Sunnis hold that the Mahdī will be a righteous leader 
from the Prophet’s lineage who will restore justice and revive the Sunnah before 
the Final Hour (Ibn Ḥajar, 1986). However, his identity remains unknown, and 
he is not considered infallible or divinely appointed. 

5. Paradise and Hellfire: 
The Qurʾān vividly describes paradise as a place of eternal bliss and divine 
nearness (Qurʾān 32:17 Saheeh International) and hellfire as the abode of the 
wicked (Qurʾān 67:6–7 Saheeh International). Sunni theology interprets these 
descriptions both literally and spiritually, emphasizing that salvation rests upon 
faith (īmān) and divine mercy (Al-Ghazālī, 1989). 

          Sunni eschatology ultimately focuses on accountability and moral action in prep-
aration for judgment. It teaches that divine authority remains with Allah alone, who will 
resurrect all humanity and render judgment without intercession except by His permis-
sion (Qurʾān 2:255 Saheeh International). 

3.10.3 Shia Doctrine of Eschatology 
In Shia theology, eschatology is deeply intertwined with the doctrine of imāmah—the 
divinely ordained leadership succeeding the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم. The eschatological narrative 
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reflects not only cosmic justice but also the restoration of rightful authority through the 
awaited Twelfth Imam, al-Mahdī al-Muntaẓar (Sachedina, 1981; Momen, 1985). 

1. Death and the Intermediate State: 
Like Sunnis, Shia scholars affirm the reality of barzakh, where the soul experi-
ences recompense prior to resurrection. However, they emphasize the inter-
cession (shafāʿah) of the Imams and the role of allegiance (wilāyah) in deter-
mining one’s condition in the grave (Sobhani, 1998). Loyalty to the Ahl al-Bayt 
is seen as a source of divine mercy and protection. 

2. Resurrection and Judgment: 
The Shia doctrine of resurrection mirrors Sunni belief but introduces the con-
cept of rajʿah—the temporary return of select righteous and wicked individuals 
before the Final Judgment. This return symbolizes divine justice manifested 
visibly in history, where the oppressors witness the triumph of truth (Daftary, 
2007). 

3. The Role of the Mahdī: 
Eschatology in Shia Islam centers upon the belief in the living, hidden Twelfth 
Imam—Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥasan al-ʿAskarī—who entered occultation (ghay-
bah) in the 9th century CE. He remains alive by divine will and will reappear as 
al-Mahdī al-Muntaẓar to establish universal justice and peace. The Qurʾānic 
verse, “And We wished to favor those who were oppressed in the land and 
make them leaders and inheritors” (Qurʾān 28:5, Saheeh International, 1997), 
is often interpreted as a prophecy of his eventual rise (Amir-Moezzi,1994). 
For Shia believers, the Mahdī embodies hope in divine justice and continuity of 
divine guidance. His occultation tests faith, while his awaited reappearance 
connects present suffering with eschatological redemption. 

4. Intercession and Salvation: 
The doctrine of intercession (shafāʿah) occupies a vital place in Shia soteriol-
ogy. The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم and the Imams are regarded as mediators of divine mercy 
by God’s permission (Qurʾān 2:255). Shia theologians such as Al-Majlisi (n.d.) 
maintain that love for the Ahl al-Bayt forms a necessary condition for salvation, 
echoing the prophetic saying, “My intercession is for those of my ummah who 
love my household.” 

5. Paradise and Hell: 
The Shia interpretation of paradise and hell parallels Sunni understanding but 
emphasizes divine justice over arbitrary grace. The faithful are rewarded not 
only for belief but also for steadfastness under oppression, echoing the martyr-
dom of Ḥusayn ibn Ali at Karbala as a paradigm of redemptive suffering (Rizvi, 
1984). 

3.11 Ritual Commemoration and Theology in Practice 

          From the medieval period to the present day, ʿĀshūrāʾ ceremonies have also 
served as vehicles of social solidarity. Public recitals of the maqtal narratives in South 
Asia, Iran, and East Africa instruct successive generations about sacrifice and fealty. 
As researchers like Aghaie (2015, p. 312) illustrate, such rituals have evolved through 
political contexts yet maintain their essential message of loyalty to divine truth in op-
position to tyranny. 

          In theological discourse, mourning is not passive sorrow but active remem-
brance. It re-creates the sacred time in which believers can “be present” at Karbalāʾ. 
The Qurʾān says, “And remind, for indeed, the reminder benefits the believers.” 
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(Qurʾān 51:55). By remembering, the Shia reaffirm a covenant of wilāyah, or alle-
giance, to the Imāms, as well as to the causes for which they stood. 

3.11.1 Comparative Framework: Sunni and Shia Ritual and Celebration 

          Shia jurisprudence views law as inseparable from morality. Legal rulings are 
seen not merely as regulations but as pathways to spiritual perfection. Al-Majlisi (1983) 
maintained that every juridical rule aims at drawing believers nearer to divine justice 
and compassion. Hence, jurisprudence serves both as a legal system and as a frame-
work for ethical formation, uniting obedience to law with inner piety. 

          Religious rituals in both Sunni and Shia Islam are tangible manifestations of 
theology. They transform doctrinal convictions into lived experiences that shape com-
munity identity, spirituality, and cultural expression. Although both traditions share core 
rituals such as prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage, their distinct interpretations of leader-
ship and history yield different emphases in religious commemoration and social prac-
tice (Nasr, 1981; Momen, 1985). 

3.11.2 Sunni Ritual Practice and Communal Identity 

          Sunni rituals prioritize unity and adherence to prophetic precedent. The ʿĪd al-
Fiṭr and ʿĪd al-Aḍḥā festivals are the two principal annual celebrations, grounded in 
Qurʾānic injunctions and Prophetic example. Allah commands believers to “complete 
the prescribed period and glorify Allah for having guided you” (Qurʾān 2:185, Al-
Baqarah), which exegetes interpret as the basis for celebrating the completion of Ram-
adan (Ibn Kathīr, 2000). 

          The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم emphasized that these festivals replace pre-Islamic pagan cele-
brations, establishing Islamic days of thanksgiving and remembrance (Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bu-
khārī, Book 13, Ḥadīth 952). Each ʿĪd begins with communal prayer, charity (ṣadaqah 
al-fiṭr), and family reunion—symbols of unity and gratitude. The egalitarian nature of 
these rituals—where men, women, and children assemble without social distinction—
embodies the Sunni ideal of ummah cohesion (Muslim, n.d.). 

          The weekly Jumuʿah prayer is another major expression of Sunni communal 
piety. The Qurʾān commands: “O you who believe! When the call is made for prayer 
on Friday, hasten to the remembrance of Allah and leave off business” (Qurʾān 62:9). 
This obligation, classed as farḍ ʿayn (individual duty), reinforces social solidarity and 
obedience to legitimate religious authority (al-Qurṭubī, 2003). As Abū Hurayrah nar-
rated, “The best day on which the sun has risen is Friday” (Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 854), con-
firming the cosmic and spiritual significance of Jumuʿah. 

          In Sunni practice, pilgrimage (Ḥajj and ʿUmrah) forms the pinnacle of ritual de-
votion. The Qurʾān states: “Pilgrimage to the House is a duty owed to Allah by all 
people who are able to undertake it” (Qurʾān 3:97, Saheeh International). Through 
iḥrām, ṭawāf, and saʿī, believers enact the principle of equality and surrender. The 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم said, “Whoever performs Ḥajj for Allah’s sake and abstains from evil will 
return pure as the day his mother bore him” (Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, 1521). These acts in-
tegrate faith, discipline, and universal goodwill—the core of Sunni spirituality (Ahsan, 
2016). 
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3.11.3 Shia Ritual Practice and Theological Commemoration 

          Shia ritual life reflects its doctrinal focus on the Imāmate, martyrdom, and the 
moral dimensions of suffering and resistance. The most profound commemoration is 
ʿĀshūrāʾ, the remembrance of the martyrdom of Imām al-Ḥusayn ibn Ali (may Allah 
be pleased with him) at Karbalāʾ in 680 CE. This tragedy epitomizes the Shia ideal of 
standing for justice against tyranny (Al-Majlisī, 1983). Rituals of mourning (majālis), 
self-flagellation, and recitations of elegies (marāthī) express solidarity with the Ahl al-
Bayt and renew the believer’s moral covenant. 

          As Sachedina (1981) explains, ʿĀshūrāʾ functions as a “sacred protest”—a spir-
itual reenactment of resistance and devotion. The annual Arbaʿīn pilgrimage to Kar-
balāʾ, one of the largest religious gatherings in the world, reinforces this communal 
ethos of loyalty (wilāyah) and collective repentance. The faithful march toward the 
shrine of al-Ḥusayn as a metaphor for humanity’s journey toward divine justice. 

          Another key Shia celebration is ʿĪd al-Ghadīr, which commemorates the 
Prophet’s declaration of Ali’s authority at Ghadīr Khumm: “Whoever I am his master, 
Ali is his master” (Sunan al-Tirmidhī, Ḥadīth 3713). Shia jurists view this day as ʿĪd al-
Aʿẓam—the greatest feast—symbolizing the perfection of religion (Qurʾān 5:3). Ritual 
observances include fasting, charity, and public sermons affirming allegiance to the 
Imāmate (Momen, 1985). 

          These ceremonies, grounded in authentic Shia jurisprudence, are more than 
historical memorials—they embody the spiritual continuity of divine guidance. Al-Sis-
tani (1998) notes that participation in these rituals constitutes an act of faith in the living 
authority of the Imāms and a reaffirmation of ethical responsibility. 

 3.11.4 Shared Spiritual Foundations 

          Despite doctrinal and historical divergence, both Sunnī and Shia ritual systems 
express the shared Islamic ethos of remembrance (dhikr), gratitude, and submission 
to Allah. Both traditions emphasize prayer, fasting, charity, and pilgrimage as acts of 
purification. The distinction lies in orientation: Sunnīs highlight obedience and commu-
nal harmony, while Shias accentuate remembrance and redemptive suffering. Yet both 
seek nearness to Allah through acts that merge the spiritual, social, and moral dimen-
sions of faith (Nasr, 1981). 

          Al-Ghazālī (1058–1111 CE), one of the most influential Sunni scholars, inte-
grated rational philosophy with religious sciences, thereby harmonizing intellect (ʿaql) 
and revelation (naql) (Frank, 1992). Sunni education thus became a vehicle for moral 
formation and rational inquiry within divine limits—instilling moderation, adherence to 
Sunnah, and communal responsibility. 
          By contrast, Shia education developed around the ḥawzah ʿilmiyyah—seminar-
ies devoted to the study of theology, jurisprudence, and philosophy under the super-
vision of the marājiʿ (senior jurists). The most renowned ḥawzahs, such as those in 
Najaf (Iraq) and Qom (Iran), emphasize deep reasoning (ijtihād) within the framework 
of Imamic teachings (Haeri, 2014). In the Shia model, knowledge is sacred trust 
(amānah) transmitted through the Imams’ line, reflecting divine guidance extended 
through the ages. 
Al-Ṭūsī (d. 1067 CE) and Al-Mufīd (d. 1022 CE) were key figures in institutionalizing 
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Shia jurisprudence. Their works, including Tahdhīb al-Aḥkām and Kitāb al-Irshād, cod-
ified Imamic hadith into systematic law. These educational structures fostered a cleri-
cal hierarchy that preserved doctrinal unity while nurturing intellectual dynamism 
(Daftary, 2007). 
Thus, Sunni education tends toward decentralization and consensus-based authority, 
whereas Shia education centers on hierarchy and continuity of divine leadership. Yet 
both share the pursuit of ethical refinement, textual mastery, and defense of faith. 

3.12 Artistic and Architectural Expression  

            Islamic art and architecture are profound visual reflections of theological belief. 
Sunni and Shia traditions, though united in rejecting idolatry, diverge in the symbolism 
and themes they privilege. Sunni architecture emphasizes simplicity, geometric har-
mony, and calligraphy—embodying the transcendence and unity (tawḥīd) of God. 
Mosques like the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus or the Great Mosque of Córdoba 
exemplifies this balance of functionality and spirituality. The absence of figural imagery 
underscores the Sunni preference for abstraction and collective identity (Grabar, 
1987). 
           Shia artistic expression, while adhering to the same principles of aniconism, 
incorporates emotive and memorial elements tied to the Imams and Karbala. Shrines 
of Alī in Najaf and al-Ḥusayn in Karbala serve as architectural centers of devotion, 
combining ornate design, inscriptions of elegiac poetry, and symbolic colors such as 
black and green—representing mourning and hope respectively (Aghaie, 2005). The 
taʿziyah passion plays performed during ʿĀshūrāʾ dramatize the suffering of the 
Prophet’s family, transforming tragedy into aesthetic devotion (Chelkowski, 1979). 
Whereas Sunni art seeks transcendence through order and symmetry, Shia art seeks 
proximity through emotion and remembrance. In both, the use of Qur’anic calligraphy 
sanctifies space, ensuring that visual beauty remains an expression of divine revela-
tion. 

3.13 The Sociocultural Evolution of Shia Memory 

          The transformation of sacred memory into cultural expression is one of the most 
distinctive dimensions of Shia Islam. Centuries of theological remembrance merged 
with literature, architecture, and politics, creating a living civilization around Karbalāʾ. 
As Halm (2012, p. 98) notes, the narrative of martyrdom gradually unfolded into a 
comprehensive view that shaped moral and social life. 

          Immortalizing Ḥusayn’s stand by such poets as Al-Kumayt and Al-Dībājī through 
elegiac poetry (marāthī) transformed grief into art; the poetic lamentations of Sayyid 
Ḥimyarī and later Persian poets like Muḥtasam Kāshānī expanded the emotional 
range of Shia devotion. These works functioned as popular theology, transmitting doc-
trine in accessible, passionate form. “And We have certainly made the Qurʾān easy 
for remembrance, so is there any who will remember?” (Qurʾān 54:17, Saheeh Inter-
national). In this manner, Shia culture transformed remembrance into collective peda-
gogy by infusing poetry with Qurʾānic moral ideals. 

          These commemorative practices had been institutionalized during the Buyid 
and Ṣafavid periods. Taʿziyah was performed publicly, dramatizing the events of Kar-
balāʾ and combining sacred narrative with theatrical representation. Rizvī (1984, p. 
102) has pointed out how mourning rituals became tools of social cohesion and moral 
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education under Ṣafavid patronage. By the eighteenth century, the majlis al-ʿazāʾ was 
a locus of history, theology, and politics that reinforced the Shia ethos of resistance 
against oppression. 

          As Fischer (2014, p. 201) writes, such gatherings had a spiritual, but also an 
intellectual, function: “In them, scholars expounded Qurʾānic exegesis, ethical dis-
course, and jurisprudence.” In this way, mourning merged with learning and reform. 
The new interpretation given by modern scholars explains this synthesis in terms of 
“devotional rationality,” wherein emotion and intellect come together around divine jus-
tice (Sobhani, 2013, p. 156). 

          The relevance of Karbalāʾ continues to resound in worldwide Shia communities 
today. From Lebanon and Nigeria to the United Kingdom, the annual rites of ʿĀshūrāʾ 
continue to galvanize movements for dignity and reform. Al-Khūʾī (1999, p. 74) re-
minded readers that mourning does not keep the community tied to grief; rather, it is 
to rouse ethical consciousness anew in each generation. 

 

3.14 Theological Dimensions of Grief and Redemptive Suffering 

          From the earliest Shia sources, sorrow (ḥuzn) for the Ahl al-Bayt was conceived 
of as an act of worship. Al-Ṣadūq (1982, p. 108) reported the Imām's statement: “He 
who remembers our suffering and weeps for what we endured, his eyes shall not weep 
on the Day of Judgment.” This notion intertwines emotion with salvation, implying that 
empathy for the oppressed is a form of worship. 

          Theologically, Shia scholars interpret Ḥusayn’s martyrdom as a redemptive 
event through which divine mercy is manifested in human history. Al-Majlisi (1983, p. 
158) thus comments that “Ḥusayn’s blood irrigated the barren soil of faith.” The sym-
bolism echoes Qurʾānic patterns of sacrifice and renewal: “And do not think of those 
who have been killed in the cause of Allah as dead. Rather, they are alive with their 
Lord, receiving provision.” (Qurʾān 3:169). 

          In this context, suffering is not defeat but divine selection. The endurance of the 
Imāms shows patience (ṣabr) and trust (tawakkul), virtues elevated to cosmic signifi-
cance. Indeed, the Qurʾān says, “Indeed, the patient will be given their reward without 
account.” (Qurʾān 39:10). Thus, weeping for Ḥusayn is not an act of despair but an 
acknowledgment of divine justice beyond temporal suffering. 

          Contemporary scholarship, represented by such works as Ayoub (2015, p. 231) 
and Chittick (2018, p. 76), interprets this theology of grief as a living paradigm for 
ethical responsibility: through remembering Karbalāʾ, the believer pledges to oppose 
all manner of injustice. Every generation is summoned to “stand with Ḥusayn” in the 
moral sense—to stand against tyranny and for the truth. 

3.15 The Role of Women in Preserving Shia Sacred History 

          It is impossible to understand the narrative of Karbalāʾ without recognizing that 
women, primarily Sayyidah Zaynab bint Ali (r.a), played a cardinal role in it. Her oratory 
in Kūfah and Damascus following Ḥusayn’s martyrdom had secured that the message 
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from Karbalāʾ would never be silenced. Historians like Al-Majlisi (1983, p. 176) refer 
to her sermons as continuations of Ḥusayn’s jihād—the turning of tragedy into testi-
mony. 

          Her courage was the epitome of the prophetic heritage of steadfastness: “And 
Allah presents an example of those who believed: the wife of Pharaoh… and Mary, 
the daughter of ʿImrān, who guarded her chastity.” (Qurʾān 66:11–12). This is where 
Zaynab's endurance comes in—it echoes such examples, bridging prophecy and 
sainthood. 

          Later Shia literature elevated her as the “Messenger of Karbalāʾ,” symbolizing 
both sorrow and strength. Modern writers such as Momen (2016, p. 215) argue that 
through her leadership, the gendered dimensions of spirituality were redefined to 
demonstrate that moral authority in Islam transcends gender. Through her speeches, 
the memory of Karbalāʾ became a moral movement—a legacy continued by women 
in Shia rituals today, who serve as educators, poets, and guardians of heritage. 

3.16 Intellectual Legacy and Jurisprudential Development 

          Alongside this devotional legacy, Shīʿism fostered an immensely rich intellectual 
tradition based on reason (ʿaql) and transmitted report (naql). Following the Occulta-
tion of the Twelfth Imām, interpretive authority devolved onto the scholars, and the 
ḥawzah system took shape. Karbalāʾ as a theological theme echoed through jurispru-
dence (fiqh), ethics, and philosophy. 

           According to Nasr (2016, p. 246), Shia jurists like al-Ṭūsī, al-Ḥillī, and later al-
Ansārī incorporated elements of justice and compassion into the process of legal rea-
soning, understanding the notion of law itself as a manifestation of divine mercy. In-
deed, the Qurʾān says, “Indeed, Allah commands justice, good conduct, and giving to 
relatives, and forbids immorality, bad conduct, and oppression.” (Qurʾān 16:90). The 
verse became one of the cornerstones for ethical jurisprudence. 

          Through this intellectual development, the Shia maintained the unity of reason 
and revelation. The remembrance of the Ahl al-Bayt was not confined to ritual alone 
but permeated theological reasoning and social ethics. As Rizvī (1984, p. 144) states, 
“The mind that contemplates Karbalāʾ cannot legislate injustice.” 

          This tradition has continued into the modern period, when seminaries first in 
Najaf and later in Qum have produced reformist scholars who apply Ḥusayn’s princi-
ples to contemporary challenges regarding governance, poverty, and human rights. 
Their scholarship shows that Shia sacred history remains intellectually dynamic and 
socially engaged. 

3.17 Education and Knowledge Transmission in Sunni and Shia Islam 

3.17.1 Introduction 
Education and knowledge (ʿilm) occupy an exalted status in Islamic civilization. The 
Qur’an and Sunnah consistently elevate learning as the foundation of human excel-
lence and divine nearness. The very first Qur’anic revelation— “Read in the name of 
your Lord who created” (Qur’an 96:1, Saheeh International, 1997)—establishes 
knowledge as the first duty of faith. Both Sunni and Shia Islam regard the pursuit and 
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transmission of knowledge as sacred acts of worship, integrating intellectual, spiritual, 
and ethical dimensions. 
          However, differences in theology and authority led to distinct educational tradi-
tions and institutions in the Sunni and Shia worlds. While Sunnism emphasized com-
munal scholarship, consensus (ijmāʿ), and preservation of the Prophetic Sunnah, Shia 
Islam developed its own scholastic hierarchy centered on the Imams and later jurists 
(mujtahidūn). This section explores these two complementary yet distinct systems of 
Islamic education, their historical evolution, methods of knowledge transmission, and 
their ongoing impact on Muslim societies. 
3.17.2 The Qur’anic Foundation of Knowledge 
Both Sunni and Shia traditions ground education in divine revelation. The Qur’an re-
peatedly enjoins believers to seek knowledge, contemplate creation, and act with un-
derstanding. Allah says: “Say, ‘Are those who know equal to those who do not know?’” 
(Qur’a39:9, SaheehInternational,1997). 
          The Prophet Muhammad صلى الله عليه وسلم declared: “Seeking knowledge is an obligation upon 
every Muslim” (Ibn Mājah, 224). This ḥadīth, accepted by both sects, became the cor-
nerstone of Islamic intellectual life. Knowledge in Islam is not merely academic; it is a 
path to moral purification (tazkiyah) and closeness to God. Both Sunni and Shia schol-
ars classified knowledge into two broad categories: ʿulūm al-naqliyyah (transmitted 
sciences—Qur’an, Hadith, Fiqh) and ʿulūm al-ʿaqliyyah (rational sciences—philoso-
phy, medicine, astronomy). This holistic model of learning distinguished Islamic civili-
zation from purely secular or ecclesiastical systems (Nasr, 1981). 
3.17.3 Sunni Educational Tradition 

1. The Early Period and the Prophetic Model: 
In the early Muslim community, education was informal and integrated into 
daily worship and governance. The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم taught in the Ṣuffah—a simple 
shelter attached to the Prophet’s Mosque in Madinah—where students mem-
orized the Qur’an and learned moral and legal instruction (Makdisi, 1981). The 
Companions (Ṣaḥābah) later became the first teachers, transmitting both 
knowledge and conduct. 
The Qur’an schools (kuttāb) that emerged in early centuries taught literacy, 
memorization, and recitation (tajwīd). With Islam’s expansion, new institutions 
such as mosques and libraries developed, serving as both places of worship 
and centers of learning. 

2. The Rise of the Madrasa: 
By the 10th–11th centuries, the Sunni madrasa became the hallmark of Islamic 
education. The Nizamiyyah madrasas, founded by Nizam al-Mulk in Baghdad 
(11th century), institutionalized learning and standardized curricula based on 
Qur’an, Hadith, Arabic grammar, law, and logic (Makdisi, 1981; Berkey, 1992). 
These schools nurtured the major Sunni juristic traditions—Ḥanafī, Mālikī, 
Shāfiʿī, and Ḥanbalī—and produced scholars like al-Ghazālī, who taught at the 
Nizamiyyah. 
The madrasa served dual purposes: preserving orthodoxy and training schol-
ars who would serve as judges, teachers, and preachers. Knowledge was 
transmitted through personal instruction and certification (ijazah), symbolizing 
both scholarly competence and spiritual continuity. 

3. Transmission of Knowledge: 
Sunni pedagogy was built on a living chain of transmission (isnād). Students 
memorized texts and received ijazāt from recognized masters. This system 
ensured authenticity and accountability, particularly in Hadith sciences. Al-Bu-
khari and Muslim compiled their Ṣaḥīḥ collections using rigorous methods of 
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verification and oral transmission. 
Furthermore, majālis al-ʿilm (circles of knowledge) in mosques, courts, and 
homes fostered an environment of collective learning. Education was not re-
stricted to the elite; women such as ʿĀʾishah bint Abī Bakr were notable teach-
ers and transmitters of Hadith (Nadwi, 2007). 

4. Integration of Rational and Religious Sciences: 
Sunni civilization witnessed a synthesis of revelation and reason. Scholars 
such as Ibn Rushd, Ibn Sīnā, and al-Fārābī explored philosophy and medicine 
alongside Qur’anic studies. The ʿAbbāsid Bayt al-Ḥikmah (House of Wisdom) 
in Baghdad exemplified the intellectual openness of Sunni learning (Nasr, 
1981). 
While some theologians warned against speculative philosophy, the main-
stream Sunni stance—as represented by Al-Ghazālī’s Iḥyāʾ ʿ Ulūm al-Dīn—rec-
ognized that rational knowledge, when subordinated to revelation, strengthens 
faith. 

3.17.4 Shia Educational Tradition 
1. The Imams as Sources of Knowledge: 

In Shia Islam, all true knowledge flows through the lineage of the Prophet’s 
family, the Ahl al-Bayt. The Imams—beginning with Ali ibn Abī Ṭālib and culmi-
nating with the Twelfth Imam, al-Mahdī—are viewed as divinely appointed 
teachers and interpreters of revelation (Sobhani, 1998). 
 
The Qur’an verse “And We made them leaders guiding by Our command” 
(Qur’an 21:73, Saheeh International, 1997) is understood as divine sanction for 
the Imams’ pedagogical role.  Their sayings, preserved in collections like al-
Kāfī by al-Kulaynī and Nahj al-Balāghah attributed to Imam Ali, form the basis 
of Shia intellectualheritage. 
Each Imam functioned as both a spiritual and academic authority. For instance, 
Imam Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 765 CE) established the Jaʿfarī school, training thou-
sands of students, among them Abū Ḥanīfah and Mālik ibn Anas (Momen, 
1985). His teachings in jurisprudence, ethics, and natural sciences made him a 
cornerstone of both Sunni and Shia learning. 

2. Evolution of the Ḥawzah System: 
 
After the occultation (ghaybah) of the Twelfth Imam in the 9th century, the Shia 
community turned to qualified scholars (mujtahidūn) for guidance. This gave 
rise to the ḥawzah ʿilmiyyah—a network of seminaries dedicated to training ju-
rists and theologians (Modarressi,2003). 
The earliest ḥawzahs appeared in Qom and Najaf, which remain preeminent 
centers of Shia scholarship. Students progress through three stages: introduc-
tory studies (muqaddamāt), intermediate texts (sutooh), and advanced jurispru-
dence (dars al-khārij), culminating in the qualification of mujtahid. The ḥawzah 
system emphasizes deep textual study, mastery of logic, and ethical discipline. 
Teachers grant certification of ijtihād to those capable of independent reason-
ing. Unlike the Sunni ijazah, which certifies transmission of a particular text, 
Shia ijtihād denotes capacity for creative jurisprudential reasoning. 
 

3. The Role of Reason (ʿAql) and Revelation: 
A distinctive feature of Shia education is its methodological balance between 
reason and revelation. The Qur’an repeatedly calls believers to reflection: 
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“Indeed, in the creation of the heavens and the earth are signs for those of 
understanding” (Qur’an 3:190, Saheeh International, 1997). 
Following this principle, Shia scholars developed uṣūl al-fiqh—the principles of 
jurisprudence—to reconcile divine texts with rational analysis. Figures such as 
al-Ṭūsī and al-ʿAllāmah al-Ḥillī systematized legal theory in ways parallel to 
Sunni jurists but grounded in the Imams’ teachings (Daftary, 2007). 
In theology (kalām), the Shia tradition preserved a rationalist outlook, influenced 
by early Muʿtazilite thought but rooted in the Imamate. Philosophers such as 
Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1640) later synthesized philosophy (ḥikmah), mysticism (ʿirfān), 
and theology into an integrated worldview, influencing both Iranian and global 
Islamic education (Nasr, 1996). 
 

4. The Role of the Marājiʿ and Contemporary Education: 
In the modern period, Shia education has been shaped by the authority of the 
marājiʿ al-taqlīd—jurists recognized for their scholarly and moral leadership. In-
stitutions in Najaf (Iraq) and Qom (Iran) continue to train thousands of students, 
combining traditional religious study with contemporary subjects such as social 
sciences and international law (Sachedina, 1981). Ayatollah al-Sistani in Najaf 
and the late Ayatollah Khomeini in Qom exemplify this modern integration of 
learning and leadership. The Shia educational ethos thus remains dynamic, 
viewing knowledge as a living legacy of the Imams and a tool for social justice. 

3.17.5 Comparative Dimensions of Sunni and Shia Educational Models 
Both Sunni and Shia systems reflect Islam’s commitment to universal education but 
differ in structure, authority, and epistemology. 

Aspect Sunni Tradition Shia Tradition 

Authority 

Source 

Qur’an, Sunnah, and schol-

arly consensus (ijmāʿ) 

Qur’an, Sunnah of the Prophet and 

Imams (Ahl al-Bayt) 

Institution Madrasa (e.g., Nizamiyyah) Ḥawzah (e.g., Najaf, Qom) 

Pedagogical 

Focus 

Transmission (isnād) and 

preservation of orthodoxy 

Interpretation (ijtihād) and rational re-

flection 

Teacher-Stu-

dent Bond 

Based on ijazah (authoriza-

tion to teach or narrate) 

Based on ijtihād (authority to derive rul-

ings) 

Integration of 

Sciences 

Rational and empirical sci-

ences integrated with reli-

gious studies 

Philosophy and mysticism merged with 

jurisprudence and theology 

Gender Par-

ticipation 

Historically limited but ex-

panding in modern times 

Increasingly inclusive; women’s semi-

naries (ḥawzah al-nisāʾ) established in 

Qom and Karbala 

These contrasts reveal two modes of fulfilling the same Qur’anic mandate: the Sunni 
emphasis on preservation and the Shia emphasis on interpretation. Both recognize 
knowledge as a sacred trust (amānah) and a means to achieve justice and spiritual 
perfection. 
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3.17.5 The Spiritual Dimension of Knowledge 
Islamic education, whether Sunni or Shia, aims at transformation of character. 
Knowledge divorced from faith is considered barren. The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم prayed: “O Allah, 
I seek refuge in You from knowledge that does not benefit” (Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, 2722). 
In the Sunni tasawwuf (Sufism) and Shia ʿirfān traditions, true learning culminates in 
self-purification and recognition of divine unity (tawḥīd). Al-Ghazālī (1989) and Mullā 
Ṣadrā (Nasr, 1996) both regarded education as the means by which the soul ascends 
toward perfection. Thus, the scholar (ʿālim) is also a moral exemplar, and teaching is 
an act of worship.The Qur’an emphasizes this moral dimension: “Allah will raise those 
who have believed among you and those who were given knowledge, by degrees.” 
(Qur’an 58:11, Saheeh International, 1997). This verse remains foundational for both 
Sunni and Shia institutions, reminding learners that education is inseparable from hu-
mility, service, and ethical conduct. 
 

3.18 Globalization and Contemporary Relevance 

          In today’s global context, Shia sacred memory is no longer confined to its tradi-
tional homelands. Communities in Africa, Europe, and the Americas articulate Kar-
balāʾ’s message in languages of human rights, social justice, and interfaith dialogue. 
According to Rizvī (2019, p. 203), the universal themes of resistance, dignity, and 
moral truth find echoes even in non-Islamic contexts and present Ḥusayn as an em-
blem of conscience to all humanity. 

          Public processions and seminars now stress humanitarian service—blood do-
nation, feeding the poor, and peacemaking—as concrete ways to demonstrate loyalty 
to Ḥusayn. This development is in accordance with Qurʾānic ethics: “And cooperate in 
righteousness and piety, but do not cooperate in sin and aggression.” (Qurʾān 5:2, 
Saheeh International). 

Doctrinal Differences Reconsidered in Modern Research 

Contemporary scholarship revisits doctrinal disputes and finds that many perceived 
theological divisions are exaggerated in modern polemics. 

For example, Rainer Brunner (2016) argues that many Sunni critiques of Shiʿism in 
the modern era stem not from classical jurisprudential disagreement but from nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century reformist debates. 

Likewise, Yitzhak Nakash (2018) notes that while doctrinal differences exist, the eve-
ryday religious practices of Sunni and Shia communities often overlap significantly, 
especially in devotional culture and moral teachings. 

More recent comparative theology research by Maria Dakake (2021) emphasizes 
shared intellectual foundations, particularly in Qurʾānic interpretation and prophetic 
ethics. She argues that highlighting these shared foundations can serve as a frame-
work for inter-sectarian dialogue. 

These contemporary studies challenge the assumption that doctrinal divergence inev-
itably produces social conflict. 



37 
 

3.19 Comparative Perspective: Sunni and Shia Memories of Justice. 

          Despite doctrinal differences, Sunni and Shia traditions converge largely on the 
Qurʾānic imperative of justice (ʿadl). In fact, divergence largely occurs at the level of 
symbolic language of memory. Whereas Sunnis emphasize the unity of the early ca-
liphs and the collective integrity of the community, Shias center remembrance on the 
suffering of the righteous minority. 

          Yet, the ultimate moral lesson is very much the same—that leadership must 
serve divine truth and moral integrity. The Qurʾān repeatedly warns against tyranny: 
“And do not incline toward those who do wrong, lest you be touched by the Fire.” 
(Qurʾān 11:113). Both traditions, therefore, affirm that history is not merely descriptive 
but prescriptive—it teaches ethical responsibility. 

          This shared vision is increasingly prominent in modern dialogue between Sunni 
and Shia scholars. Authors including Khaled Abou El Fadl (2020, p. 91) believe the 
mutual understanding of sacred memory allows unity to be fostered without erasing 
legitimate diversity. Hence, remembrance of Karbalāʾ and the era of the Rightly 
Guided Caliphs are put together in remembrance to create a holistic Islamic narra-
tive—one that honors both justice and mercy. 

3.20 The Universal Ethics of Karbalā 

          While rooted in Islamic history, the tragedy of Karbalāʾ transcends sectarian 
boundaries; it is a universal message of moral courage, sacrifice, and steadfastness 
in the face of overwhelming odds. The stand of the Imām represents such firm com-
mitment to divine justice that even death becomes a testimony to truth. As the Qurʾān 
says, “Among the believers are men true to what they promised Allah. Among them is 
he who has fulfilled his vow (to the death), and among them is he who awaits (his 
chance), and they did not alter (the terms of their commitment) by any alteration.” 
(Qurʾān 33:23, Saheeh International). 

          According to Shia theology, the blood of Ḥusayn sanctified the moral order. His 
sacrifice is not understood as a deplorable defeat but as divine validation of human 
free will enacted in defense of the truth. As Al-Majlisi (1983, p. 188) would argue, every 
epoch has its own Karbalāʾ—moments when believers must choose between passive 
complicity and courageous integrity. It is this conviction that undergirds an ethical ac-
tivism throughout Shia history, extending from a tradition of resistance against oppres-
sive rulers through to the active denunciation of injustice within modern political life. 

          Contemporary voices, including Sobhani (2013, p. 174), read Karbalāʾ as a par-
adigm for Islamic reform—a revolution of conscience rather than of violence. In con-
necting persecution at the hands of history with moral resurgence, Shia minds have 
turned pain into ethical determination. Ḥusayn’s cry, “Is there anyone to help us?” re-
verberates eternally as a call to defend the downtrodden, wherever they are found. 

3.21 Philosophical, Mystical, and Educational Interpretations of Karbalā 

          Beyond jurisprudence and history, Shia philosophers, mystics, and educators 
developed a profound metaphysical and pedagogical understanding of Karbalāʾ. In 
the school of ʿirfān, or Islamic mysticism, Imām Ḥusayn (ʿa) is portrayed as the Perfect 
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Man (al-insān al-kāmil), whose annihilation in divine love (fanāʾ fī ’Llāh) represents the 
ultimate realization of tawḥīd. Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Shīrāzī, known as Mullā Ṣadrā, interprets 
martyrdom as the soul's return to its primordial origin—an ascent of light through sac-
rifice. To mystics, Karbalāʾ was not a historical battlefield; rather, it was a cosmic arena 
where love, at its purest, met justice. As the Qurʾān says, “Indeed, Allah has purchased 
from the believers their lives and their properties (in exchange) for that they will have 
Paradise.” (Qurʾān 9:111, Saheeh International). 

          This mystical reading understands Imām Ḥusayn’s (ʿa) submission not as de-
feat but as an ascension—a sort of miʿrāj of the Prophet through tribulation into divine 
proximity. As Chittick (2018, p. 122) points out, the believer who internalizes the ethos 
of Ḥusayn’s resistance participates in the same journey of purification. The memory of 
Karbalāʾ, therefore, functions all at once on historical, ethical, and metaphysical 
planes, binding heart, intellect, and spirit into one integrated experience of divine 
awareness. 

          Education thus became, in the Shia tradition, the primary medium for the trans-
mission and renewal of this sacred memory. Ever since the classical period, teachers 
have integrated the moral lessons of Karbalāʾ into religious instruction. From Qurʾānic 
schools and ḥawzāt to domestic teaching circles, the virtues epitomized by the Ahl al-
Bayt—patience, generosity, and justice—form the foundation of moral and spiritual 
education. By doing so, the ethical and mystical dimensions of Karbalāʾ are internal-
ized by new generations, not merely as history, but as a living pedagogy. 

          In Najaf, Karbalāʾ, and Qum, narration, philosophy, and rational theology coa-
lesce into annual Muḥarram lectures. The commemoration of Ḥusayn (ʿa) becomes 
an act both academic and devotional, reinforcing the linkage between remembrance 
and knowledge. The famous saying of Imām Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (ʿa) — “Revive our affairs; 
may Allah have mercy on those who revive our remembrance” (Al-Majlisī, 1983, p. 
191)—serves as the pedagogical cornerstone of this intellectual and spiritual tradition. 

          This synthesis is still pursued in contemporary Shia schools and universities 
throughout Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon, as courses in Islamic philosophy, ethics, and the-
ology are grounded in the paradigm of Ḥusayn’s moral struggle. Contemporary schol-
ars bridge classical mysticism with modern thought in ways that keep Karbalāʾ not 
only a source of grief but also an evolving curriculum of resistance, reason, and re-
newal. Thus, Shia education combines mystical piety with critical inquiry, preserving 
an active and adaptive sacred memory that evolves with time without losing its theo-
logical integrity. 

3.22 Synthesis and Conclusion 

The Shia memory of sacred history, epitomized in Karbalāʾ, synthesizes theology, eth-
ics, and communal identity within one living tradition. Tragedy is turned into a perennial 
source of direction, taking shape in moral consciousness across successive genera-
tions. The memory of Ḥusayn embodies the Qurʾānic principle: “So that Allah may 
make evident those who believe and take to Himself from among you martyrs.” 
(Qurʾān 3:140 Saheeh International). 

         This tradition anchors itself in divine wisdom and perseverance through doctrines 
such as Imāmah, al-Ghaybah, and taqiyyah. Through rituals of mourning, it sustains 
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emotional and moral unity. Through scholarship and education, it develops intellectual 
depth. Modern adaptation speaks a universal language of justice and hope. 

          As Nasr concludes, “The essence of Shia spirituality is not lamentation but moral 
awakening: to live every moment as an act of witnessing for truth, to embody Ḥusayn’s 
steadfastness in daily conduct. The faithful thus keep alive the sacred history not as 
distant legend but as living covenant.” 

         Ultimately, both Sunnī and Shia converge to the same Qurʾānic destination: the 
triumph of justice and divine unity. “And say, ‘Truth has come, and falsehood has de-
parted. Indeed, falsehood is ever bound to depart.’” (Qurʾān 17:81, Saheeh Interna-
tional). The memory of Karbalāʾ remains timeless testimony to this truth—a light that 
keeps burning in order to light the way for believers who search for nearness to Allah 
through sincerity, patience, and justice. 

Comparative Analysis: Sunni and Shia Cultural Expressions 

The cultural identity of Islamic sects—particularly Sunni and Shia—is deeply rooted in 
their theological worldviews and sacred historical interpretations. These theological 
frameworks do not remain abstract doctrines; they shape rituals, jurisprudence, edu-
cation, and daily life. The Shia understanding of Imāmah, ʿiṣmah (infallibility), and 
ghaybah (occultation), and the Sunni emphasis on caliphal succession and collective 
consensus (ijmāʿ), result in contrasting yet rich cultural expressions that continue to 
influence Muslim societies globally. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four: Leadership, jurisprudence, ritual and the-
ology 

     This chapter examines how Sunni–Shia doctrinal distinctions translate into social organiza-

tion, ritual practice, collective memory, and contemporary political relations. Moving beyond 
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historical narration, it analyzes how these differences operate in lived reality and how they 

shape patterns of communication, coexistence, and conflict in the modern Muslim world. 

4.1 Authority Models and Political Legitimacy 

The doctrines of authority in Sunni and Shia Islam emerged from debates over succes-

sion after the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم and developed into distinct models of legitimacy. 
1. Sunni Doctrine of Khilāfah: 

Sunnis maintain that leadership in the Muslim community is a matter of consul-
tation (shūrā) among qualified believers. Authority arises from communal con-
sensus rather than divine designation (Ibn Taymiyyah, 2005). The Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم 
did not appoint a successor explicitly; thus, the Companions elected Abū Bakr 
al-Ṣiddīq (r.a) through consultation at Saqīfah. 
The legitimacy of the Caliphs—Abū Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali—is grounded 
in their righteousness and commitment to the Qurʾān and Sunnah. The Prophet 
 said, “Follow my Sunnah and the Sunnah of the Rightly Guided Caliphs after صلى الله عليه وسلم
me; hold fast to it” (Abū Dāwūd, 4607). This hadith forms the foundation of 
Sunni political theology. 
Sunni scholars such as Al-Māwardī (1996) and Al-Ghazālī (1989) conceptual-
ized the Caliph as a guardian of religion and worldly order (ḥifẓ al-dīn wa-al-
dunyā). His authority depends on justice and obedience to divine law, not divine 
infallibility. When he errs, the community has the right to advise or, in extreme 
cases, depose him through lawful means. 

2. Shia Doctrine of Imāmah: 
Shia Islam asserts that the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم designated Ali ibn Abī Ṭālib as his suc-
cessor at Ghadīr Khumm, declaring, “Whoever I am his master, Ali is his mas-
ter” (al-Tirmidhī, n.d.). For Shia believers, the imāmah is a divine institution, 
continuing prophetic authority through infallible Imams chosen by God (Sob-
hani, 1998). 
The Imams possess ʿismah (infallibility) and esoteric knowledge (ʿilm al-bāṭin) 
necessary for guiding the community. Their authority is not political alone but 
spiritual and interpretive, ensuring the integrity of divine law. The Qurʾān states, 
“O you who have believed, obey Allah and obey the Messenger and those in 
authority among you” (Qurʾān 4:59, 1997). Shia exegetes interpret “those in 
authority” as the Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt. 
Following the occultation (ghaybah) of the Twelfth Imam, authority passed to 
the jurists (marājiʿ), who exercise delegated guardianship (wilāyat al-faqīh), 
particularly in the modern doctrine articulated by Khomeini (1979). 

4.2 Social Structures and Gender Roles 
 

The social organization of Sunni and Shia communities also mirrors theological prior-
ities. Sunni societies tend to emphasize collective authority under religious scholars 
and political rulers, reflecting the Sunni principle of consensus (ijmāʿ) and obedience 
to legitimate governance (Ibn Taymiyyah, 1995). This system historically favored cen-
tralized religious institutions tied to political authority, as seen under the Abbasids and 
Ottomans. 
Shia societies, on the other hand, developed semi-independent clerical structures cen-
tered on the marājiʿ. This created a distinct dualism between temporal governance 
and spiritual leadership, often giving the clergy moral independence from the state 
(Keddie, 1981).  
          The Iranian model after 1979 institutionalized this principle through wilāyat al-
faqīh (guardianship of the jurist), merging religious and political authority (Sachedina, 
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1981). 
Regarding gender, both traditions affirm women’s spiritual equality before God, but 
social roles are shaped by interpretive differences in jurisprudence. Sunni law histori-
cally stressed male guardianship (qiwāmah) and female modesty, whereas Shia schol-
arship—especially in modern Iran—has gradually emphasized women’s educational 
and political participation as a reflection of divine justice (ʿadl) (Haeri, 2014). 
Overall, both Sunni and Shia cultural systems aim to harmonize social ethics, family 
values, and piety. The variations between them underscore how theological convic-
tions continually influence the organization and moral tone of Muslim societies. 

4.3 Comparative Theology in Practice 

4.3.1 Shared Foundations in Creed and Worship  
       Despite centuries of historical divergence, both Sunni and Shia Muslims share the 
same fundamental creed (ʿaqīdah): belief in the oneness of Allah (tawḥīd), the 
prophethood of Muhammad صلى الله عليه وسلم, divine revelation in the Qurʾān, and the resurrection of 
humankind for judgment. Both uphold the five pillars—profession of faith (shahādah), 
prayer (ṣalāh), fasting (ṣawm), almsgiving (zakāh), and pilgrimage (ḥajj)—as the es-
sence of Muslim devotion (Nasr, 2002). 
          Qurʾānic devotion and remembrance of God (dhikr) remain central to both tra-
ditions. However, distinct interpretive frameworks affect devotional emphasis. Sunni 
spirituality often centers on communal unity and the prophetic model, as seen in Hadith 
traditions promoting moderation and balance (Qurʾān 2:143, Saheeh International, 
1997).  
          Shia spirituality integrates mourning and remembrance (dhikr al-ḥusayn) as acts 
of resistance and renewal of covenant, particularly during the annual commemoration 
of Karbala (Aghaie, 2005). However, their rituals differ in form, the essence—seeking 
nearness to God and moral transformation—remains shared. As al-Ghazālī wrote, 
“The aim of knowledge and worship is the purification of the heart” (Frank, 1992, p. 
88). 

4.3.2 Divergences in Authority and Law  
     The most enduring distinction lies in religious authority. In Sunni Islam, authority 
resides in the consensus of the scholars (ijmāʿ) and interpretive reasoning (ijtihād) 
within the framework of the Qurʾān and Sunnah. This pluralistic structure allowed flex-
ibility and adaptation, producing diverse legal schools such as Ḥanafī, Mālikī, Shāfiʿī, 
and Ḥanbalī (Makdisi, 1981). 
          Shia Islam, conversely, views authority as divinely instituted through the Imams, 
beginning with Ali ibn Abī Ṭālib and continuing through twelve successors. This doc-
trine of imāmah grants theological continuity and infallible interpretation of divine law 
(Daftary, 2007). In the absence of the Hidden Imam, the marājiʿ assume interpretive 
leadership—a system balancing reason, scriptural fidelity, and communal justice 
(Sachedina, 1981). 

          In practice, both traditions engage in continuous jurisprudential renewal. Sunni 
scholars revisit principles of maqāṣid al-sharīʿah (objectives of the law), while Shia 
jurists refine the ethics of ijtihād and taqlīd (following qualified authority). These pro-
cesses show that both schools remain dynamic, capable of addressing contemporary 
ethical and social questions within their distinct hermeneutical systems. 

4.3.3 Comparative Analysis: Eschatology and Authority 
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Sunni and Shia eschatologies converge on divine judgment, resurrection, and ac-
countability but differ in narrative emphasis. Sunni theology locates authority and sal-
vation in the Qurʾān, Sunnah, and communal consensus, underscoring the Prophet’s 
finality. Shia theology, while equally affirming prophethood’s finality, extends divine 
guidance through the living lineage of Imams. 
 
          In eschatological expectation, both traditions await the Mahdī and the descent 
ofʿĪsā ibn Maryam, yet differ on sequence and identity. Sunnis expect the Mahdī as a 
righteous reformer preceding Jesus’ descent, whereas Shias await the reappearance 
of their Hidden Imam as the Mahdī himself, who will lead alongside Jesus to establish 
divine justice (Sachedina, 1981). 
          Theologically, authority and eschatology converge in both traditions as reflec-
tions of divine sovereignty and moral accountability. Sunnis emphasize institutional 
consensus as a safeguard of orthodoxy; Shias emphasize divinely guided leadership 
as the channel of infallible interpretation. Both perspectives seek to ensure that the 
Muslim community remains aligned with divine will until the Final Hour. 
 
4.3.4 Theological Dialogue and Modern Relevance 
In modern times, scholarly dialogue between Sunni and Shia thinkers has intensified, 
especially in contexts emphasizing Muslim unity (waḥdat al-ummah). Initiatives such 
as al-Azhar’s rapprochement movement in the 20th century and contemporary aca-
demic collaborations aim to affirm shared beliefs while acknowledging legitimate di-
versity (Esposito, 2003). 
Shia scholars such as Mutahharī and Sunni scholars like Yusuf al-Qaradawi have both 
argued that division weakens the ummah and contradicts the Qurʾānic call: 
“And hold firmly to the rope of Allah all together and do not become divided.” 
(Qurʾān 3:103, Saheeh International) 
These dialogues highlight a return to the ethical and spiritual unity envisioned by the 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم—an ummah bound by justice, mercy, and truth, despite juristic variance. 

4.4 Cultural Identity and Public Memory in Sunni and Shia Islam 

4.4.1 Introduction 
Cultural identity in Islam is a living synthesis of theology, ritual, and social experience. 
Within this broad civilizational framework, Sunni and Shia Islam developed distinct yet 
interrelated modes of remembering the past and expressing collective belonging. Both 
communities draw upon sacred memory—particularly the life of the Prophet Muham-
mad صلى الله عليه وسلم and the early generations of Muslims—to define their moral values and com-
munal boundaries. Yet, the way these memories are narrated, ritualized, and trans-
mitted has resulted in two rich but divergent cultural identities. 
For Sunni Muslims, collective memory centers on the unity of the ummah under the 
Rightly Guided Caliphs (al-Khulafāʾ al-Rāshidūn) and the continuity of the Prophet’s 
mission through shūrā (consultation) and ijmāʿ (consensus). 
 In contrast, Shia identity is grounded in the remembrance of the Prophet’s family (Ahl 
al-Bayt), the tragedy of Karbala, and the doctrine of Imamate as the enduring line of 
divine guidance. These memories are not simply recollections of the past—they shape 
communal values, art, literature, and political consciousness across Muslim history. 
 
4.4.2 Sunni Conceptions of Cultural Memory 
Sunni cultural memory is deeply connected to the ideal of unity (tawḥīd al-ummah) and 
the preservation of orthodoxy. Historical remembrance functions as a moral exemplar 
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rather than a site of political lamentation. The era of the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم and the Rightly 
Guided Caliphs is portrayed as the golden age (ʿaṣr al-khayr), representing a time 
when revelation and governance were harmonized. The Prophet’s companions 
(ṣaḥābah) are venerated collectively as transmitters of the faith and models of justice, 
piety, and moderation (Ibn Kathīr, n.d.; al-Ṭabarī,n.d.). 
          Sunni historians and theologians such as al-Ṭabarī and Ibn Taymiyyah regarded 
sacred history as a continuum of divine guidance sustained through scholarly interpre-
tation, ijmāʿ, and adherence to the Sunnah. Their writings presented history as a moral 
archive—meant to inspire emulation rather than sectarian division. In this worldview, 
memory becomes a mechanism of cohesion, preserving orthodoxy and protecting the 
ummah from fragmentation (Nasr, 1981). 
The rituals and cultural expressions that stem from Sunni memory emphasize grati-
tude, celebration, and unity. Friday sermons (khuṭbah al-jumuʿah), annual Eid gather-
ings, and commemorations of the Prophet’s birth (Mawlid al-Nabī) function as vehicles 
for collective remembrance and communal renewal. These occasions reaffirm the cen-
trality of revelation and moral discipline, aligning memory with social harmony. 
In art and literature, Sunni expression tends to be didactic and moralistic rather than 
elegiac. Calligraphy, Qur’anic recitation, and devotional poetry (naʿt) glorify the 
Prophet and the revelation rather than political figures. The aesthetic thus mirrors the 
theological premise that divine truth transcends individual personalities. Public 
memory is curated to affirm submission to God and obedience to legitimate authority 
(Al-Ghazālī, n.d.; Nasr, 1996). 
 
4.4.3 Shia Conceptions of Cultural Memory 
Shia identity, by contrast, is structured around the sanctification of suffering and re-
sistance. The central event in Shia sacred history—the martyrdom of Imam al-Ḥusayn 
at Karbala (680 CE)—serves as a perennial paradigm of moral defiance against tyr-
anny. It embodies what Shia theology terms the struggle of ḥaqq (truth) against bāṭil 
(falsehood) (Al-Majlisī, 1983). The memory of Karbala is ritually reenacted in annual 
ceremonies of ʿĀshūrāʾ and Arbaʿīn, transforming grief into a mode of spiritual and 
social awakening. 
In these commemorations, the act of mourning (ʿazāʾ) transcends emotion; it becomes 
a theological statement about divine justice and human agency. Through elegiac po-
etry (marsīyah), passion plays (taʿziyah), and sermons (majālis), Shia communities 
transmit their historical narrative to new generations (Momen, 1985). Public spaces, 
from mosques to processions, are transformed into arenas of moral pedagogy, where 
memory is not only recalled but performed. 
 
Theologically, these rituals are anchored in the Qur’anic injunction to “remember Al-
lah’s favors upon you” (Qur’an 2:231, Saheeh International, 1997), interpreted by Shia 
scholars as encompassing remembrance of divine guidance through the Ahl al-Bayt. 
Imam Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq is reported to have said, “Revive our matter; whoever remembers 
us or reminds others of us, God will forgive his sins” (Al-Kulaynī, n.d.). Thus, remem-
brance itself becomes a devotional act. 
Public memory in Shia Islam also functions politically and socially. It provides a frame-
work for interpreting oppression, injustice, and reform. Throughout history—from the 
Buyid to the Safavid and Qajar periods—state-sponsored commemoration of Karbala 
shaped Shia political culture, linking authority to the defense of wilāyah (divinely or-
dained leadership) (Daftary, 2007). In contemporary contexts, particularly in Iran, Iraq, 
and Lebanon, this narrative continues to inform notions of resistance, martyrdom, and 
ethical governance (Nasr, 1996). 
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4.4.4 Comparative Reflections: Memory, Authority, and Identity. 
While both Sunni and Shia traditions sacralize memory, their orientation differs in func-
tion and form. Sunni memory emphasizes continuity, consensus, and the stability of 
revelation; Shia memory emphasizes protest, renewal, and fidelity to divine justice. In 
both, the past is never merely historical—it is a moral compass and a mirror of collec-
tive identity. 

Aspect Sunni Islam Shia Islam 

Core Symbol of 
Memory. 

The Prophet and the Right-
eous Caliphs. 

Imam al-Ḥusayn and the Ahl al-
Bayt. 

Function of 
Memory. 

Preservation of unity and 
orthodoxy. 

Protest against injustice and affir-
mation of divine leadership. 

Ritual Expres-
sion. 

Sermons, Qur’anic recita-
tion, Eid celebrations. 

Mourning assemblies, processions, 
passion plays. 

Cultural Tone. 
Gratitude, moderation, con-
tinuity. 

Tragedy, redemption, and re-
sistance. 

Historical Focus. 
Golden age of the early 
community. 

Martyrdom at Karbala and the 
Imamate lineage. 

          Despite these divergences, both traditions share a conviction that remembrance 
serves as the foundation of faith and community. The Qur’an repeatedly links remem-
brance (dhikr) with salvation: “And remind, for indeed, the reminder benefits the be-
lievers.” (Qur’an 51:55, Saheeh International, 1997). This verse encapsulates the 
shared essence of Islamic cultural memory—recalling divine truth to preserve moral 
integrity and communal solidarity. 

4.4.5 Cultural Memory in the Modern Context 
In the modern world, the politics of memory continues to shape Muslim identity. Glob-
alization, media, and migration have transformed traditional rituals into transnational 
symbols of belonging. Sunni memory today manifests in global Mawlid celebrations, 
educational movements, and revivalist discourses that call for return to authentic pro-
phetic traditions (Haddad & Esposito, 1998). Shia communities, meanwhile, have ex-
panded ʿĀshūrāʾ commemorations beyond historical lament to global expressions of 
ethical solidarity and resistance to oppression (Sachedina, 1981). 
Contemporary scholarship observes a growing convergence between Sunni and Shia 
expressions of cultural identity. Inter-sect dialogues, academic collaborations, and 
shared humanitarian initiatives demonstrate that sacred memory—while diverse in 
form—remains a unifying moral force (Nasr, 1996). 
Nevertheless, sectarian politicization can distort memory into exclusionary narratives. 
The challenge for both traditions lies in reinterpreting their pasts not as grounds for 
division but as complementary expressions of Islam’s moral plurality. When under-
stood as ethical memory, rather than political grievance, both Sunni and Shia heritage 
can illuminate pathways toward intellectual and spiritual renewal. 
 

4.5 Modern Conflict, Communication, and Reconciliation Efforts 

Recent policy reports and academic studies highlight the role of communication and institu-

tional mediation in reducing sectarian tensions. 
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A major policy report by the International Crisis Group (2022) demonstrates that sectarian 

violence decreases where inclusive political institutions exist and where local religious leaders 

cooperate across sectarian lines. 

Similarly, research published in the Brookings Institution (2021) concludes that sectarian 

rhetoric escalates during geopolitical competition but declines when states adopt pluralistic 

governance models. 

Fieldwork-based studies by Nader Hashemi (2020) show that grassroots dialogue initiatives 

— including shared religious forums, youth engagement, and cross-sectarian education — sig-

nificantly reduce communal mistrust. 

These findings reinforce the argument that modern Sunni–Shia relations oscillate between 

communication and disconnection depending on political incentives, institutional frameworks, 

and leadership discourse. 

 

4.6: Sunnis and Shiites: Between Communication and Disconnection 

Throughout Islamic history, relations between Sunnis and Shiites have oscillated between in-

tellectual exchange and polemical distancing. While doctrinal differences concerning leader-

ship, authority, and sacred history have shaped theological identity, social realities have often 

demonstrated patterns of coexistence rather than permanent division. In many regions of the 

Muslim world, Sunnis and Shiites have shared educational institutions, markets, languages, 

and political structures, creating spaces of practical cooperation even where doctrinal diver-

gence persisted. 

Communication between the two traditions has historically taken several forms. At the schol-

arly level, jurists and theologians engaged in debates over questions of Imamate, jurisprudence, 

and hadith transmission, yet these debates frequently occurred within a shared epistemological 

framework rooted in the Qur’an and the Prophetic legacy. At the communal level, shared ritu-

als, pilgrimage routes, and civic life fostered everyday interaction that softened theological 

boundaries. 

However, disconnection emerged when political authority instrumentalized sectarian identity. 

When theological difference became linked to state legitimacy, dynastic competition, or geo-

political rivalry, doctrinal distinctions hardened into markers of loyalty and exclusion. Modern 

media environments have sometimes amplified this disconnection by circulating polemical nar-

ratives, reinforcing communal anxieties, and presenting sectarian identity as fixed rather than 

historically negotiated. 

Contemporary scholarship increasingly views Sunni–Shiite relations as a dynamic spectrum 

rather than a binary opposition. Communication persists through academic dialogue, inter-sect 

conferences, shared humanitarian initiatives, and global Muslim forums. Yet disconnection re-

mains visible where political rhetoric, conflict narratives, or exclusionary religious discourses 

dominate public space. 

Understanding Sunni–Shiite relations therefore requires recognizing both tendencies simulta-

neously: the enduring capacity for communication grounded in shared religious foundations 
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and the recurring risk of disconnection when theological identity becomes politicized. The fu-

ture of intra-Muslim relations depends largely on which of these forces gains institutional and 

intellectual priority. 

     4.6 Managing Sunni–Shia Conflict in the Modern Era 
Managing Sunni–Shia tensions in the contemporary Muslim world requires distinguishing 

clearly between theological diversity and political conflict. Islamic intellectual history has long 

accommodated multiple legal schools and interpretive traditions, indicating that pluralism 

within the ummah is neither unprecedented nor inherently destabilizing. Modern tensions often 

arise not from doctrinal disagreement itself but from its mobilization within political struggles, 

state competition, or identity-based governance. 

Several approaches may contribute to constructive management of Sunni–Shia relations today. 

First, structured scholarly dialogue remains essential. Dialogue conducted through recognized 

academic and religious institutions can clarify misconceptions, reduce polemical rhetoric, and 

reaffirm shared theological foundations such as belief in divine unity, prophethood, revelation, 

and moral accountability. Such engagement helps reframe difference as interpretive diversity 

rather than existential opposition. 

Second, educational reform plays a critical role. Curricula that present Islamic intellectual his-

tory in its plural form—acknowledging both Sunni and Shiite scholarly contributions—can 

cultivate a generation of Muslims who view diversity as part of their heritage rather than a 

deviation from it. This approach reduces the likelihood that sectarian narratives will be ac-

cepted uncritically. 

Third, depoliticizing sectarian identity is central to conflict reduction. Where citizenship, legal 

rights, and political participation are grounded in constitutional equality rather than communal 

affiliation, sectarian identity loses much of its mobilizing power. Conversely, systems that al-

locate authority along sectarian lines tend to institutionalize division. 

Fourth, media literacy and responsible religious communication are increasingly important in 

a digital age. Since online platforms often amplify polarizing content, promoting scholarly, 

historically informed, and ethically grounded religious discourse can counteract narratives that 

portray intra-Muslim diversity as illegitimate. 

Finally, reviving the classical Islamic ethics of disagreement (ikhtilāf) offers a theological 

foundation for coexistence. Classical jurists recognized that interpretive diversity was unavoid-

able within a living intellectual tradition. Re-centering this principle allows contemporary Mus-

lims to maintain doctrinal conviction while acknowledging the legitimacy of alternative inter-

pretations. 

Sustainable management of Sunni–Shia relations therefore requires a combination of intellec-

tual responsibility, institutional reform, and ethical leadership. The objective is not theological 

homogenization but the cultivation of structured coexistence within a shared religious civiliza-

tion. 
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 Chapter Five: Case Illustrations and Contemporary Dy-

namics 
5.1 Introduction 

The Muslim world of the twenty-first century reflects a complex interaction between inherited 

theological heritage and contemporary social realities (Haddad, 2011; Louër, 2020; Haddad, 

2017; Lynch, 2016). Historical Sunni/Shia tensions—based on questions of authority, law, and 

memory—now intersect with questions of governance, education, identity, and transnational 

politics (Nasr, 2006; Matthiesen, 2013; Matthiesen, 2016; Valbjørn & Bank, 2018). This chap-

ter outlines these dynamics through a few select case studies, considering the way that Sunni 

and Shia publics engage their heritage in relation to modernity, globalization, and sectarian 

pressures (Mandaville, 2007; Bano, 2018). Even as theological fault lines persist, so too have 

new trends toward cooperation, cultural exchange, and recognition developed, which point to-

ward a new landscape of Islamic thought and practice (Sachedina, 2001; Hanafi, 2018). 

 

5.2 Case Illustration I: Sunni Reform and Revival Movements 

     Modern Sunni societies have seen the emergence of various reform and revival move-

ments to bring classical orthodoxy into harmony with contemporary challenges (Voll, 1982; 

Anani, 2016). Since the late 19th century, thinkers such as Muḥammad ʿAbduh and Rashīd 

Riḍā promoted a renewal (tajdīd) of religious thought affirming Qur'anic ethics but accepting 

rational inquiry and social reform (Esposito, 1998; Adams, 1933). 

     In the second half of the 20th century, there were international movements such as the 

Salafiyyah and Ikhwān al-Muslimīn (Muslim Brotherhood) demanding a return to the 

sources—the Qur'an and Sunnah—as a method of moral purification and political assertion 

(Nasr, 1996; Kepel, 2002; Wiktorowicz, 2017). These movements, while eclectic, share a com-

mon thread of restoring Islamic authenticity in the context of Western cultural and intellectual 

encroachment (Roy, 2004; Cavatorta & Merone, 2017). 

     In Southeast Asia and Africa, Sunni reform was expressed in distinctive cultural forms. The 

Nigeria-based Izala movement and Indonesia's Nahdlatul Ulama demonstrate the compatibility 

of reform and traditionalism, emphasizing ethical renewal, social justice, and education as the 

true pillars of Islamic revival (Hefner, 2000; Loimeier, 2003; Kane, 2003; Thurston, 2016). 

Whereas some movements have turned toward political activism, others have promoted inter-

faith dialogue and pluralism under the rubric of Islamic values of justice (ʿadl) and mercy 

(raḥmah) (Abou El Fadl, 2005; March 2015). 

     At the academic level, Sunni institutions such as Egypt's Al-Azhar University and Malay-

sia's International Islamic University have restructured curricula to include contemporary sci-

ence in conjunction with Sharīʿah studies, illustrating Islam's adaptability to modern paradigms 

of knowledge (Rahman, 1982; Euben & Zaman, 2009; Bano & Nair, 2017). Modern Sunni 

revival is thus not monolithic—it sways between literalist, reformist, and contextualist variants, 
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each attempting to uphold moral coherence in an era of international transformation (Brown, 

2011; Hamid, 2016). 

 

 

5.3 Case Illustration II: Shia Renaissance and Transnational Networks 

Parallel to Sunni revivalism, the Shia world has also undergone a profound renaissance in re-

ligious scholarship, political theology, and cultural outreach (Mervin, 2008; Shaery-Eisenlohr, 

2017). Since the Iranian Revolution in 1979, Shia political consciousness evolved as an inter-

national movement that transformed the idea of Imamate from a narrow theological discourse 

to a transnational symbol of moral leadership and social justice (Arjomand, 1988; Nasr, 2006; 

Hashemi & Postel, 2017). With Ayatollah Khomeini in command, the concept of Wilāyat al-

Faqīh (Guardianship of the Jurist) reframed Shia political engagement in the modern era, pos-

iting that jurists hold guardianship over the believers should the Hidden Imam ever become 

absent (Al-Khomeini, 1981; Algar, 1980; Rahimi, 2019). Embodied in the Islamic Republic of 

Iran, this doctrine combined political authority and jurisprudence (fiqh), yielding an order 

wherein moral power eclipses worldly power (Arjomand, 1988; Vakil, 2018). 

     Beyond Iran, transnational Shia networks solidified through educational institutions within 

Iraq, Lebanon, and South Asia (Louër, 2020; Gleave, 2015). Najaf and Qom seminaries (ḥaw-

zahs) continue to educate scholars who combine traditional jurisprudence and modern social 

sciences, addressing questions of migration, human rights, and global ethics (Haeri, 2014; 

Gleave, 2007; Rizvi, 2020). The growth in Shia media, charities, and pilgrimage networks has 

created a sense of worldwide solidarity among Shia communities, notably the Arbaʿīn pilgrim-

age to Karbala, which now draws millions of pilgrims annually (Aghaie, 2005; Pinault, 1992; 

Al-Naser, 2021). These trends indicate that contemporary Shia Islam combines an acute sense 

of history with active participation in world civil society (Deeb, 2006; Khatib, 2019). 

5.4 Case Illustration III: Inter-Sectarian Relations in the Modern Muslim World 

A mixture of political rivalry, cultural cohabitation, and new ecumenical efforts (Haddad, 2011; 

Haddad, 2017) characterize the contemporary Sunni-Shia dynamic. In conflict zones in Iraq, 

political forces, reducing theological difference to geopolitical competition (Nasr, 2006; Mat-

thiesen, 2013; Gause, 2015), have often exploited Syria, and Yemen, sectarianism. However, 

in countries like Lebanon, Bahrain, and Pakistan, inter-sectarian discourse has gained ground, 

with religious leaders and institutions promoting coexistence through learning, shared human-

itarian programs, and scholarly exchange (Daftary, 2007; Wehrey, 2013; Cammett, 2019). 

     Transnational organizations such as the Muslim World League and Al-Mustafa Interna-

tional University have sponsored interfaith and intra-Muslim conferences that stress the unity 

of tawḥīd and the shared ethical endowment of Islam (Esposito & Kalin, 2009; Mandaville & 

Hamid, 2018). The 2005 Amman Message—endorsed by Sunni and Shia leaders in common—

affirmed the legitimacy of diverse Islamic legal schools and condemned takfīr (excommunica-

tion) as un-Islamic (Esposito & Kalin, 2009; Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute, 2005; El-Hibri, 2016). 

     Grassroots activism has also changed at the youth movement, university, and internet levels, 

establishing new spaces for Sunni-Shia collaboration (Mandaville, 2007; Lynch, 2016). Com-

mon Qur'anic values on the internet resist divisive stories by extremists that fragment Muslim 

identity. These efforts represent a shift toward what Sachedina (1997; 2001) terms “moral plu-

ralism”—a recognition that diversity is something that can strengthen rather than break apart 

the ummah (Hanafi, 2018). 



49 
 

5.5 Case Illustration IV: Globalization, Media, and Muslim Identity 

Globalization and the media have profoundly transformed Muslims' perceptions of, and artic-

ulations of, religious affiliation (Eickelman & Anderson, 2003; Anderson, 2016). Social net-

working websites, satellite television, and internet pedagogic websites disseminated theologi-

cal content across linguistic and sectarian lines. While this democratization of knowledge em-

powered the believers, it has also intensified ideological competition (Mandaville, 2007; Roy, 

2004; Lynch, 2016). Sunni and Shia thinkers now interact within common virtual spaces, pro-

moting cross-sect scholarship. 

     Platforms like al-Azhar’s “Bayt al-ʿĀʾilah” and Iran’s “World Forum for Proximity of Is-

lamic Schools of Thought” host virtual symposia that focus on ethical solidarity and de-esca-

lation of sectarian discourse (Soroush, 2002; Louër, 2020; Rahimi, 2019). 

     At the same time, media stories are intensified by war, especially when political discourse 

rallies sectarian symbols in a quest for authority (Wehrey, 2013; Cammett, 2019). Thus, the 

task of the modern Muslim world is to employ international media as not a platform of discord, 

but an agency of intellectual debate and common moral revitalization (Eickelman & Anderson, 

2003; Anderson, 2016). 

5.7 Sunni and Shia: Between Communication and Disconnection 

The relationship between Sunnis and Shiites throughout Islamic history has oscillated between 

periods of coexistence, intellectual exchange, and mutual enrichment, and periods of political 

rivalry, polemical tension, and sectarian fragmentation (Momen, 1985; Louër, 2020; Haddad, 

2017). While theological differences regarding Imamate, authority, and historical interpretation 

remain doctrinally, significant, lived Muslim societies have not always reflected rigid separa-

tion (Halm, 1997; Valbjørn & Bank, 2018). 

     Historically, numerous regions such as Baghdad, Cairo, and parts of the Indian subcontinent 

witnessed scholarly interaction and shared civic life between Sunni and Shia communities 

(Hodgson, 1974). Trade, intermarriage, shared linguistic identity, and common opposition to 

external threats often fostered practical coexistence (Lapidus, 2014; Cammett, 2019). At the 

same time, political instrumentalization of sectarian identity—particularly under certain dyn-

asties—contributed to episodes of conflict (Newman, 2006; Gause, 2015). 

     Modern scholarship suggests that sectarian identity today often functions simultaneously as 

a theological marker and a socio-political construct (Haddad, 2011; Matthiesen, 2013; Haddad, 

2017). Communication between communities persists through academic dialogue, shared in-

stitutions, and global Muslim forums. However, disconnection is reinforced where political 

rhetoric, media narratives, and geopolitical competition amplify theological differences (Nasr, 

2006; Lynch, 2016). 

     Thus, Sunni–Shia relations must be understood not as a static divide but as a dynamic spec-

trum ranging from cooperation to contestation, shaped by historical memory, power structures, 

and communal leadership (Louër, 2020; Valbjørn & Bank, 2018).  

 

5.7 Managing Sunni–Shia Relations in the Modern Era 

Managing Sunni–Shia relations in the contemporary period needs distinguishing between the-

ological difference and political conflict (Sachedina, 2001; Hanafi, 2018). Theological plural-

ity has historically existed within the broader Islamic intellectual tradition; however, politici-

zation of identity has intensified tensions in certain contexts (Matthiesen, 2013; Wehrey, 2013; 

Cammett, 2019). 

Several strategies may contribute to constructive engagement: 
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1. Scholarly Dialogue: Structured theological dialogue between recognized scholars can 

clarify misconceptions and reduce polemical rhetoric (Esposito & Kalin, 2009; Manda-

ville & Hamid, 2018). 

2. Educational Reform: Curricula that emphasize shared foundational beliefs—such as 

tawḥīd, prophethood, Qur’anic authority, and ethical accountability—can cultivate a 

sense of common religious identity while acknowledging interpretive differences (Eu-

ben & Zaman, 2009; Bano & Nair, 2017). 

3. Depoliticization of Sectarian Identity: Many contemporary conflicts are rooted in 

state competition rather than doctrinal disagreement (Nasr, 2006; Matthiesen, 2013; 

Gause, 2015). 

4. Promotion of Civic Citizenship: In plural Muslim societies, constitutional frame-

works that prioritize equal citizenship over sectarian affiliation can mitigate communal 

polarization (Wehrey, 2013; Cammett, 2019). 

5. Revival of Classical Ethics of Ikhtilāf: Classical jurists recognized legitimate diver-

sity within Islamic thought; re-centering this tradition may provide a theological basis 

for coexistence without erasing doctrinal conviction (Sachedina, 2001; March, 2015). 

     Ultimately, sustainable management of Sunni–Shia relations requires intellectual responsi-

bility, political restraint, and ethical commitment to justice. The objective is not theological 

homogenization but structured coexistence within the broader ummatic framework (Louër, 

2020; Haddad, 2017). 
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Chapter 6:  Conclusion and Recommendations 

6.1 Introduction 

           The chapter concludes the principal findings of the inquiry and offers practical 
recommendations based on the theological, cultural, and sociological examination of 
Sunni and Shia Islam. The inquiry traced the sources and evolution of doctrinal diver-
sity, scrutinized its theological basis, and explored its effects on Muslim world-wide 
cultural life. With focus on Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Kenya, the research 
confirmed that while sectarian distinction remains, Islam's values of unity — tawḥīd 
(oneness of God), ʿadl (justice), and raḥmah (mercy) — remain greater than division. 

From the Sunni theological perspective, doctrinal fidelity is not viewed as incompatible with 

cultural coexistence. The disparity between Sunni and Shia theology — primarily on 
imāmah (leadership), ʿ iṣmah (infallibility), and the understanding of history — still char-
acterizes intra-Muslim debates. Islam's universal spirit of sincerity (ikhlāṣ), unity 
(waḥdah), and mercy (raḥmah) nonetheless opens the doorway to intellectual ex-
change and moral transformation. 

6.2 Summary of Findings 

1.  Theological Dimension: 

The study reaffirmed that Sunni theology bases leadership and legitimacy on shūrā 
(consultation), ijmāʿ (consensus), and adherence to the Qur'an and actual Sunnah as 
explicated by early authorities such as al-Bukhārī, al-Ṭabarī, and Ibn Taymiyyah. For 
Shia theology, however, authority is focused in Imamate, asserting divine appointment 
and infallibility of twelve Imams. Sunni thinkers like Ibn Taymiyyah (n.d.), Ibn Kathīr 
(2003), and Al-ʿUthaymīn (2003) view these beliefs as post-Prophetic theological in-
novations contrary to Qur'anic revelation and the completion of the Prophet (Qur'an 
33:40 Saheeh International ). 
Sunni orthodoxy achieves a delicate equilibrium between ʿaql (reason) and naql (rev-
elation). Sunnis avoid speculative theology (kalām) if it becomes independent of tex-
tual reference and believe God's truth can be acquired by revelation, not mystical pat-
rimony. Theological divergence therefore arises due to two epistemological models: 
Sunni theology, scripture and society; Shia theology, high and esoteric. 

2. Cultural and Historical Dimension: 

Studies proved theological divergence significantly impacted Sunni and Shia cultural 
memory. Shia identity crystallized in terms of moral symbolism of Karbalāʾ, validating 
sacrifice and resistance as modeled by Imam Ḥusayn (Aghaie, 2005). Sunni identity, 
however, crystallized in terms of unity and balance as modeled by the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs (al-Khulafāʾ al-Rāshidūn) and upkeep of prophetic practice. Both traditions 
differ but are unifying in love for the Prophet  صلى الله عليه وسلم and his family (Ahl al-Bayt), commitment 
to justice, and veneration for scholarship. 
Modern-day political and colonial powers often consolidated sectarian divisions for po-
litical purposes, but the divisions are political rather than theological (Esposito, 2019; 
Nasr, 2006). All coexistence in plural societies such as Lebanon, Pakistan, and Kenya 
show that common ethics and respect can prevail over historical grievances. 
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3. Modern Dynamics: 

Today, globalization and communication have created record-level opportunities for 
Sunni-Shia encounter. Young Muslims are coming to identify themselves morally ra-
ther than on sectarian terms. Initiatives such as the Amman Message (2004) and in-
tersectarian academic conferences signal a cautious re-approach. Regional politics 
and media hyperbole continue to manipulate sectarian identity. 
 
The research found that education, relief, and online scholarship cooperation has an 
underlying spirit of togetherness based on ukhuwwah islāmiyyah (Islamic brother-
hood). Sunni writers argue that true unity is not based on theological relativism but on 
shared moral qualities of justice (ʿadl), mercy (raḥmah), and truth (ḥaqq) that are part 
of both revelation and civilization (al-Qaradawi, 2009). 
 

6.3 General Conclusions 

1. Doctrinal Difference Exists but Is Not Insurmountable. 
Sunni–Shia theological conflict centers on leadership and source of authority, yet both 
affirm the Qur'an and the Prophet's Sunnah. Reconciliation in the Sunni perspective 
must come through genuine scholarship and reasonable dialogue and not political ex-
pediency.  
 
2. Sunni Orthodoxy as Balance and Universality. 
Sunni theology offers balance between revelation and reason, stating that authority 
comes from consultation and merit, not heredity. It opposes theological elitism and 
confirms the Prophet's lastness as the final possessor of divine direction (Ibn Taymiy-
yah, n.d.). This universalism allows Sunnism to have diversity and maintain orthodoxy.  
 
3. Ethical Revival and Cultural Coexistence.  
The Islamic moral principles of justice, honesty, and mercy remain shared by both 
sects. Restoration of adab al-ikhtilāf (ethics of disagreement) can transform dissimi-
larity into strength. Forebears such as Al-Shāfiʿī and Al-Ghazālī fought hard and re-
mained respectful and modest, showing that diversity of mind is not necessarily a trig-
ger of hostility. 
 
4. Sectarianism as Ignorance, Not Theology.  
Sectarian tension typically arises not due to theology but due to public ignorance or 
political provocation. The most severe form of division is where there has been a de-
terioration in scholarship but where media propaganda prevails. Education based on 
solid Islamic scholarship and critical thinking still stands the best antidote to sectarian-
ism (Al-Qaradawi, 2009).  
 
5. Unity through Truth, Not Compromise.  
Unity (waḥdah islāmiyyah) is a divine command according to sincerity and truth. The 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم proclaimed, “The believers, in their mutual love, mercy, and compassion, 
are like one body” (Al-Bukhārī, 6011; Muslim, 2586). True unity comes through adher-
ence to revelation, not suppressing differences. The integrity of Ahl al-Sunnah wa’l-
Jamāʿah thus lies in upholding truth while fostering brotherhood. 
 

6.4 Recommendations 

6.4.1 For Muslim Institutions and Scholars 

1. Strengthen Sunni Theological Scholarship: 
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Universities and seminaries are required to accord paramount importance to traditional 
Sunni ʿaqīdah through structured curricula on Ibn Taymiyyah’s Minhāj as-Sunnah, al-
Qaffārī’s Uṣūl Madhhab al-Shia, and Al-ʿUthaymīn’s books. 

2. Promote Academic Debate:  
Structured, courteous debate between Sunni and Shia scholars in conferences will 
reduce polemic and foster mutual understanding. Al-Qaradawi (2009) emphasized 
that dialogue is daʿwah by wisdom, not concession. 

3. Publish and Digitize Sunni Scholarship: 
Academic institutions should sponsor annotated editions of the traditional Sunni works 
to make them accessible to readers today and counter disinformation online.  
4. Reproduce Adab al-Ikhtilāf: 
The ethics of disagreement must be taught at all levels of education, demonstrating 
how the early Muslims were intellectually modest but not doctrinally ambiguous. 

6.4.2 Governments and Muslim Societies 

1. Adopt Inclusive Religious Policy: 
Governments must safeguard the rights of every Muslim faction without compromis-
ing Sunni orthodoxy in state institutions. Discrimination serves only to deepen divi-
sion. 
 
2. Promote Community Unity Initiatives:  
Education, youth projects, and welfare initiatives can redirect sectarian passion into 
cooperative service, fulfilling the Qur'anic command: “Cooperate in righteousness and 
piety, and do not cooperate in sin and aggression.” (Qur'an 5:2, Saheeh International). 
 
3. Tailor Sectarian Media Narratives:   
Religious figures need to establish moral media outlets that promote loyal represen-
tation of Islamic history and values. 
4. Teach Balanced History:   
Curricula should present the Ahl al-Bayt and the early caliphate with balance, exclud-
ing emotional prejudice and promoting scholarly integrity. 
 

6.4.3 For International Islamic Organizations 

1. Promote Sunni–Shia Scholarly Debate: 
The OIC and other bodies should form impartial boards of intra-faith scholarship to 
discuss contested doctrines respectfully. 

2. Institute Pan-Islamic Education Programs: 

Co-training of imāms and Qur'an and Sunnah teachers can promote cohesion in terms 
of shared principles. 

3. Launch Global Cohesion Campaigns: 
Islamophobia, education, and poverty can be campaign targets that unite Muslims 
against common challenges instead of communal conflict. 

6.5 Recommended Future Research 

1. Comparative study of theological curricula in Sunni and Shia seminaries to ex-
amine how dogmatic training influences identity. 
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2. Media content analysis of Sunni–Shia portrayal in Muslim-majority countries 
and its sociopolitical ramifications. 

3. Ethnographies of young person identity building in mixed-sect societies. 
4. Philosophical analysis of wilāyah (authority) and its application to Islamic polit-

ical philosophy in the modern era. 

6.6 Conclusion 

           This research concludes that although the theological and historical distinctions 
between Sunni and Shia Islam are accurate, they are not unbridgeable. The Sunni 
tradition believes that oneness is preserved through submission to revelation, rather 
than theological compromise. The Qur'an teaches: “And hold firmly to the rope of Allah 
all together and do not become divided.” (Qur'an 3:103, Saheeh International). 
This divine injunction places unity as an act of faith, not diplomacy.  
 
          Based on the Sunni view, Muslim leadership is established on consultation 
(shūrā) and popular consensus (ijmāʿ), and not on hereditary leadership. The Imamate 
as the theory of infallible succession has no Qur'anic and prophetic precedent. Ibn 
Taymiyyah (n.d.) highlighted the point that the Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم did not appoint anyone in 
secret, and the Consensus of the Companions to Abū Bakr’s caliphate reflects the 
actual model for valid succession. Such a foundation ensures that leadership is moral, 
consultative, and answerable. 
 
          The study finds that Sunni creed (ʿaqīdah) reconciles revelation and intellect, 
heart and reason, law and spirituality. This synthesis lends Sunnism its timelessness 
and adaptability. Shia theology builds upon wilāyah (divine guardianship), while Sunni 
theology constructs piety as obedience to Allah via the revelatory scripture. For this 
reason, Sunni orthodoxy continues to serve as the unifying center of the world’s Mus-
lim community. 
 
          On the cultural front, the Sunni vision is one of moderation (wasatiyyah). It re-
sists extremism and sectarian nationalism and reaffirms the unity of the Ummah. The 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم once remarked: “The believers are like one building; each part strengthens 
the other.”  (Al-Bukhārī, 481; Muslim, 2585). Now, today’s Muslims have a duty to 
rebuild that moral architecture — through education, humility, and service. 
 
          The research highlights that sectarianism flourishes in ignorance but diminishes 
by knowledge. Where Islamic studies revive authentic sources, understanding re-
places hatred. Institutions thus that provide sound creed, right history, and adab al-
ikhtilāf values can repair better than political compromises. A Sunni route to concord, 
therefore, must be both equitable and gracious. It cannot abolish divisions, but it can 
sanctify discussion through sincerity (ikhlāṣ), fairness (ʿadl), and pity (raḥmah). The 
Prophet صلى الله عليه وسلم reminded: 
“The religion is sincere counsel.”  (Muslim, 55). 
 
          Sincerity requires both knowledge and humility — the courage to declare truth 
and the largesse to listen. In an era of digital fragmentation and ideological confusion, 
the revival of authentic Sunni scholarship is the shining example of intellectual unity. 
By returning to the Qur'an, the Sunnah, and the ijmāʿ of the pious elders (salaf al-
ṣāliḥ), the Muslim is able to transcend sectarianism and regenerate the moral unity of 
the Ummah. 
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          As Ibn Taymiyyah stated, “Whoever seeks truth with sincerity, Allah will unite 
his heart with those upon the truth.” This eternal maxim calls for a return to faith by 
learning, not conformity. Destiny for the Ummah does not lie in sameness but in sin-
cere commitment to divine guidance. 

The path forward is therefore threefold: 

1. Revive Sunni scholarship — based on Qur'an, Sunnah, and early consensus. 
2. Emphasize virtuous leadership — guided by justice, humility, and service. 
3. Create a culture of compassion — where difference begets reflection, not divi-

sion. 

Under the shadow of lā ilāha illā Allāh, Muḥammadun Rasūl Allāh, the Muslims can 
rediscover their unity that is spiritual and civilizational. Theological diversity remains a 
fact, but hostility is an option. A pious Sunni leaning converts difference into dialogue 
and competition into revitalization. Islam’s eternal message — of God’s oneness, jus-
tice, and mercy — thus remains the light that brings the Ummah together under one 
God, one Prophet, and one destiny. 
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