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Extended Abstract

This study follows a social approach and pays attention to the social and cultural level of
convergence in the daily life of the Shia and Sunni people. The cultural patterns of Shia-
Sunni divide in Larestan region (south Fars province) and Bastak (west Hormozgan
province) are a good example of the coexistence and sympathy between the two
religious groups in Iran. The main question is: How the co-existence of Shia and Sunni
people in this region can transform the ethnic and religious fanaticism into the ethnical
and cultural relativism and ultimately lead to a cultural integration between Shias and
Sunnis? Milton J. Bennett's Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS)
was adopted as the theoretical model for answering the question. The research includes
a field study and a survey interview with 420 Shia and Sunni people in Larestan and
Bastak. The results showed that Sunni people have a more ethnocentric view compared
with Shia people, because the Sunni people are a minority group who pursue more
conservative and cautious views to protect their societies. The Shia people have more
ethno relativist views; Shia people have more cultural tolerance and are more inclined
to accept and even integrate with Sunnis. It is based on this view that the coexistence,
convergence and social integration of Shias and Sunnis have become possible.
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INTRODUCTION

The Shiite-Sunni divide is a serious danger to Islamic solidarity. Divisive efforts with
the purpose of (politically) dominating Islamic countries and factious activities by
Salafi Jihadists like Al-Qaeda, Boko Haram and ISIS are real threats to Islamic
solidarity. In this article, it is argued that solidarity can be reached and strengthened
through cultural sphere rather than through political sphere. The coexistence among
different factions of Muslims through centuries has created some models of tolerance
among them which shapes their religious and cultural life-world.

PURPOSE

The main purpose of this research is to investigate cultural models of coexistence
among Sunnis and Shiites in southern Iran, particularly South Fars Province
(Larestan) and West Hormozgan Province (Bastak). The research questions are as
follows: How strong are the cultural tolerance and coexistence among Shiites and
Sunnis? How much is the ethnic and religious fanaticism among these two factions?
Finally, how culturally sensitive are they toward each other?

METHODOLOGY

Milton J. Bennett's Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) was used
to measure intercultural sensitivity or the convergence and divergence among Sunnis
and Shiites. This model is based on Ethnocentrism - Ethno relativism Continuum.
The Ethnocentrism includes “Denial”, “Defense” and “Minimization” levels. The
Ethno relativism includes “Acceptance”, “Adaptation” and “Integration” levels. Then
the model extends from Denial to Integration. The questionnaire was developed based

on this model and 420 respondents (including Sunnis and Shiites) were interviewed.
RESULT

The findings of field research show that the cultural sensitivity is stronger among
Sunnis. In other words Sunnis have more ethno centrist views in comparison to
Shiites. These finding are not surprising given the fact that Sunnis are a minority
group and try to adopt a more conservative and cautious viewpoint. However the
Shiites are more ethno relativist which means they have more cultural tolerance and
are more inclined to acceptance and integration. This viewpoint can be considered a
basis for coexistence, convergence and social integration of Shiites and Sunnis in
Southern Fars.

DISCUSSION

Increasing immigration from South Fars Province (Larestan) and West Hormozgan
Province (Bastak) to other countries particularly Persian Gulf countries for
employment has been driving the decline in Sunni population in recent decades.
Many villages and districts have lost the majority of their native population because of
the vast immigration. Despite population changes and Sunnis becoming a minority
group, the mosques and religious centers are very active in this region.
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