
Networks of Violence & Political
Messaging

Digital Environments & Narrative
Engineering

Sunni jihadist networks rely on
decentralized, rapid-movement
cells
Shia militant networks, such as
Hezbollah, integrate with state
institutions
Both deploy sectarian narratives
to justify violence and attract
supporters

Modern recruitment & narrative
warfare
 • Extremist messaging circulates
through X/Twitter, Telegram, TikTok,
and YouTube
 • Online commentary (e.g., Reddit
r/geopolitics, 2024) often
exaggerates sectarian conflict,
creating simplified “Sunni vs Shia”
storylines
 • Digital repetition transforms
political disputes into identity-based
conflicts

Historical Trajectories & State Power

Extremist Appropriations of Jihad

• Sunni-majority states (such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt)
often shape regional policy through coalition-building
 • Shia-led states (such as Iran) use centralized religious
authority to project influence
 • State agendas drive how sectarian identity is
mobilized in conflicts

Shared Interests &
Overlaps

• Both communities oppose
ISIS brutality
• Both engage in state-level
cooperation when interests
converge
• Cross-sect alliances appear in
counter-terrorism and
diplomatic coordination
(Doud 2016; Helfont 2009)
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TWO PATHS, ONE FAITH: SUNNI VS SHIA
IN HISTORY AND TERRORISM

Framing the Divide
The Sunni–Shia distinction began as a dispute over rightful leadership but eventually produced
two unique intellectual traditions within Islam. These traditions influence modern geopolitics,
identity formation, and the narratives used by extremist groups in the Middle East.

Sunni Orientation
 • Leadership chosen through community
mechanisms
 • Religious authority distributed across
multiple scholarly schools
 • Emphasis on consensus as a source of
legitimacy

Shia Orientation
 • Leadership understood as divinely
guided and inherited through the
Prophet’s family
 • Imams regarded as protectors of
moral and political justice
 • Clerical authority closely integrated
into sociopolitical life

Two Paths, One Faith: Sunni & Shia Dynamics in Historical
Development and Terrorism Studies

• Sunni jihadist groups (ISIS, al-Qaeda) frame jihad as revolutionary global warfare
 • Shia militant organizations frame jihad as resistance against oppression or
foreign intervention
 • Interpretations vary widely across Muslim communities, and most believers
reject extremist doctrines
(Gabriel 2015; Spencer 2018)

Leadership & Authority Models


