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Introduction


Middle East. Muslims. Possibilities for another world war. All of these popular news topics pertain to the conflicts in the Middle East. While many politicians and individuals generalize these conflicts, the reality of the situation is more complex than such generalizations. Therefore, it is crucial to understand the roots of those arguments and generate feasible solutions. 

The origin of the conflict lies in the Sunni-Shia disparity. The two sects of Islam have battled for the past 1500 years and still seek to resolve their dispute today. This report will discuss the root causes of the conflict as well as advice for those attempting to encourage understanding and compassion of Middle East leaders. 
History

Emergence of Sunni and Shi’a

In ancient times, the ruler of the Muslim empire was named ‘caliph.’ This provided the leader to utilize spiritual means to make executive decisions. After the first ruler Muhammad died, Muslims divided into two large sects based on who should be the next rightful caliphate. The "Sunni" sect, derived from the phrase "Ahl al-Sunnah", or "People of the Tradition," persisted on following the practices of Prophet Muhammad: what he said, what he did, and what he disliked. In contrast, the Shi’a Muslims claimed that “Ali was the rightful successor … of the Muslim community following his death in 632” (Sunnis and Shias…). As many leaders from both sects rebelled and attempted to gain power, the hostility between the two sects grew. 
Modern Tensions

The modern conflict can be traced back to the Islamic Revolution in 1979. A Shia cleric, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, sought to implement his vision for an Islamic government ruled by the “guardianship of the jurist” (Council Foreign Relations). In addition to religion, territorial disputes caused the Iran-Iraq war to begin. 
Iraq and Syria



The conflict between Sunni and Shia reached its peak on 2002, when “in Iraq, raids by the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) on Sunni Arabs prompted an increase in anti-government sentiment and attacks on the ISF” (Reese). 
Finally, then current U.S. President George W. Bush ordered the national army to invade Iraq in order to forestall the development of aggressive weapons on both sides of the conflict. 

Important Note

It is important to note that most of the conflicts in the Middle East today are not solely based on differences in beliefs; other factors such as oil and power are influential as well.
Key Issues

Discrimination / Ethnical Conflict

Cultural misunderstanding and oppression has, on occasion, led to extreme actions such as genocides. Religion should not be the cause of a conflict, nor should it be the reasoning behind such violence. If religious dissent is allowed to grow unfettered, the Muslim conflict can also degenerate further. 
Effective Communication
The main issue that the United Nations encounters on an international scale is an application of the game theory. Each nation has its own private information that is to be respected (in principle). Therefore, leaders choose to conceal some information to prevent opponents from gaining an advantage. The reason why negotiations are usually inefficient is either because there is no agreement or the agreement is only superficial in nature.  
Major Parties Involved and Their Views

Lebanon

In Lebanon, the population is almost evenly split between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims, and Maronite Christians. These areas are theatres for the current Proxy Conflict between Saudi-led Arabs and Iran. On top of this, Syrian refugees are fleeing to the country due to the religious conflict. Therefore, officials in Lebanon have passed regulations in order to stall this movement.
Syria

Syria is a mostly Sunni nation, with the national culture based on the sect. Some Sunni leaders look to the past for spiritual guidance. However, there are also Shia minorities, with the Twelvers, Alawites, and Ismailis being the three major groups. With recent civil wars, the national standpoint flips frequently but the bottom cultural value remains the same today.
Iran

With most of the Iranian population being Shia (90%), part of the Iranian constitution specifically deals with various religious groups in the country. Although "other Islamic denominations are to be accorded full respect" (U.S. Department of State), all laws and regulations need to follow the Islamic criteria. The laws restrict the freedom of religion, which means that the government is somewhat oppressive.
Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events
	Date
	Description of event

	1980-1988
	Iran-Iraq War

	1991
	Rebellion against Saddam Hussein by Shias

	September 11, 2001
	9/11 Terror Attack in New York City

	2005-2006
	Conflict intensifies when Iraqi elections bring Shia to power

	April 8, 2003
	Al-Qaeda’s Iraq Affiliate Expands in Syria

	January 3, 2016
	Saudi Arabia cuts diplomatic relationships with Iran

	
	


Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue

National leaders have sought to bring religious leaders from both Sunni and Shia to resolve the conflict. However, recognizing the need of analyzing the small components of the issue one by one, each entity focused on different aspects of the conflict. 
King Abdullah II of Jordan focused on fundamental approaches of Islam: acknowledging each sect as Muslim. In the past, discriminatory actions within nations were huge issues. The dominant sect would oppress the minority, which led to inhumane actions. Conflicts lead the minority to flee to neighboring countries , causing problems for governments involved. 
Possible Solutions

Understanding each other’s belief systems
Cultural misunderstanding and oppression has been common in human history. More specifically, the acknowledgment of each other’s belief is non-existent. Although mere agreement might not seem enough, such an act will symbolize progress because the lack of it has caused extreme actions such as legalized violence and other spontaneous harms.
Establishment of a joint-religious committee
Understanding is not enough. Therefore, religious leaders need to meet in one place in order to understand not only each other’s belief systems, but also each other’s goals. In such a committee, with more open discussion there is a greater possibility for compromise and suggestions. How to bring these leaders together without threats, however, is a difficult task to complete.
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