
Addressing Americans sceptical of military intervention in Syria, US  
President Barack Obama noted, ‘in that part of the world, there are ancient 
sectarian differences.’1 Religious conflict – between Christians and Muslims 
in Egypt and especially between Sunnis and Shi’ites in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, 
Bahrain and elsewhere in the region – seems worse than at any time in recent 
history. Indeed, even such time-honoured problems as the Israeli-Palestinian 
dispute are receding as a sectarian wave washes over the Middle East. 
Unfortunately, regional competition and the internal weaknesses of many 
key states will only further sectarianism and violence in the years to come.

Although Obama attributes sectarianism to age-old differences, the 
reality is far more complex. Religious communities have fought each other 
for centuries in the Middle East and elsewhere. Yet they have often lived in 
harmony – side by side, if not always arm in arm. And even when sectarian-
ism has emerged, its intensity and sources have varied considerably.

What explains sectarianism in the Middle East today? Much of it is a 
bitter by-product of the Arab Spring: the collapse of governments through-
out the Middle East has opened up the political space, allowing religious 
chauvinists to make their play for power and influence. The spread of 
social media accelerates the process, enabling sectarian messages to reach a 
broader audience. Regimes such as that in Saudi Arabia also play sectarian 
cards to shore up popular support and discredit their rivals.
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War looms over all of this. First the civil war in Iraq and now the one 
in Syria have stoked sectarian fires. In Iraq, the Shia majority continues to 
assert its power over a Sunni minority embittered by its loss of influence. 
In Syria, the Alawite-led regime, often lumped into a broader Shia com-
munity, faces a vast insurgency drawn primarily from the Sunni majority. 
Throughout the region, partisans aid their friends. Iran, like many other 
parties, would prefer to avoid a sectarian conflagration, yet adds fuel to the 
fire because sectarian-based alliances are one of its few means of securing 
influence.

The United States and its European allies are largely powerless to take on 
sectarianism directly, but they can diminish it indirectly. The forces driving 
the conflict are not ancient but they are strong, and the West’s ability to shape 
the discourse of Islam is weak. The best way to calm the sectarian furies is to 
build state capacity: weak states with immature institutions easily fall prey 
to demagogues, while stronger states are better able to channel or ease ten-
sions among their populations.

A sectarian snapshot
The massive sectarian wave began to rise after the US-led invasion and 
occupation of Iraq in 2003, and grew in size and ferocity as Syria descended 
into strife. Following the invasion, Iraq suffered a brutal civil war – or, 
more accurately, a series of brutal civil wars. Some of this strife involved 
attacks on Coalition forces by both Shia and Sunni Muslims. And some of it 
involved conflicts within religious sects. But the bloodiest part was the vio-
lence between Iraq’s Sunni and Shia militias, which included widespread 
atrocities and ‘cleansing’ of conquered neighbourhoods.2 The US occu-
pation ended the brutal repression of Iraq’s Shia community by Saddam 
Hussein’s regime and created a political system that empowered it, trans-
forming the group into the leaders of one of the most important Arab states. 
Angry and afraid at having lost their position of dominance, the Sunnis 
saw the Shi’ites’ ties to Iran as particularly problematic.3 Tehran backed 
an array of Iraqi groups, including non-Shi’ites, but put most of its money 
and resources into helping its Shia favourites gain and consolidate power. 
Outside states feared that the rise of the Shi’ites in Iraq was part of what 
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Jordan’s King Abdullah labelled an emerging ‘Shia crescent’, which brought 
together Iran, Iraq and Lebanon’s Hizbullah, and could embolden Shia com-
munities in Bahrain, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.4 Perhaps most importantly, 
terrorist groups like al-Qaeda in Iraq deliberately targeted Iraqi Shi’ites and 
their places of worship to foster a sectarian war. Half of Iraq’s one million 
Christians fled the violence.5

US stabilisation efforts as part of the so-called ‘surge’, along with chang-
ing attitudes of Iraqi Shi’ites and Sunnis, led to a fall in sectarian violence, 
and in 2009 it appeared that Iraq was stabilising. In the last year, however, 
violence has again increased – often along sectarian lines. Last year was the 
deadliest in Iraq since 2008, when the civil war was near its height, and in 
January 2014 al-Qaeda in Iraq seized control of western parts of the country, 
including major cities.6 The escalatory dynamic of Shia militias retaliating 
against Sunni attacks and vice versa is re-emerging.

In Egypt, Coptic Christians have suffered tremendous violence in 
recent years. In particular, since the 30 June 2013 protests and the ouster of 
Egyptian President Muhammad Morsi, attacks on Egypt’s Coptic commu-
nity have greatly increased, while a number of churches and Coptic-owned 
businesses have been destroyed. Following Morsi’s ouster, the Muslim 
Brotherhood was accused of inciting violence against the community, 
with many members of the Brotherhood blaming the Copts for supporting 
Morsi’s removal.7 Bizarrely, given Egypt’s miniscule Shia population, anti-
Shia sentiment has also swept the country; reading the Egyptian press, you 
would think Iran’s troops were massed on the border.

Sectarianism has also raised its head in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. In 
Bahrain, the 2011 protests against King Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifah following 
the fall of Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak were for democracy and open-
ness as well as for the rights of the Shia majority, and many Sunnis joined 
in. The regime and its backers in Riyadh were quick to paint the opposition 
as a Shia movement dominated by Iran, and this perception spread rapidly. 
Sunnis dropped out of the opposition, and Iranian help grew more attrac-
tive to the Shi’ites as repression pushed them into a corner. In Saudi Arabia, 
the Shi’ites have at times been a political irritant to the regime but have 
never truly threatened its stability, even when radical, Hizbullah-like splin-
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ter groups emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. Yet they remain a separate and 
unequal community, and occasional efforts by the Saudi regime to integrate 
the Shi’ites anger many Sunnis.

Syria has suffered the worst. President Bashar al-Assad, like his father 
Hafez before him, empowered his own Alawite community and, to lesser 
degrees, other minority groups to impose their will on the Sunni majority. 
In 2011 the regime failed in its effort to repress the largely peaceful demon-
strations but remained in power, leading to an escalation of violence that 
has killed more than 120,000 Syrians, produced two million refugees and 
displaced over six million people internally. The war has also attracted vol-
unteers from across the region. Hizbullah and a number of Shia militias 
from Iraq fight for Assad. Sunni fighters and jihadists from North Africa, 
Saudi Arabia and elsewhere are forming an increasingly important part of 
the opposition. Counter-terrorism officials estimate that between 5,000 and 
10,000 foreigners have gone to Syria to fight with Sunni groups, and that 
this number is likely to grow as the conflict continues.8

Sectarianism from Syria has also spilled over into Lebanon and Iraq, 
exacerbating such tensions there. The political systems of both countries 
were already explicitly sectarian, with power allocated by community – par-
ticularly in Lebanon. Weapons, explosives and radicals transit borders in 
both directions, and the war and highly publicised atrocities have whipped 
up popular passions. Lebanon has long seen the rivalries of regional and 
outside powers shape its sectarian relations.9 The country’s domestic poli-
tics are intimately linked with those of Syria, and the war next door has 
animated radical Sunnis, leading to violence against Hizbullah, in part 
because of the role the group plays in supporting Assad. The August 2013 
car bombing in a Beirut suburb known to be a Hizbullah stronghold, for 
which the Sunni group, the Brigades of Aisha, Umm al-Momineen, claimed 
responsibility, was the deadliest attack since the end of the Lebanese civil 
war.10 In November 2013, suicide bombers destroyed the Iranian embassy in 
Beirut.11 Some Lebanese Christians, terrified by the growth of Sunni extrem-
ism next door in Syria, have also moved politically closer to Hizbullah. In 
Iraq, the greater pace of killing in the last year has been partly caused by 
heightened sensitivity to sectarianism due to Syria.
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The sectarian moment
Conflicts between religious groups in the Middle East are hardly new or 
uncommon, even in the last century.12 Ibn Saud’s conquest of the Kingdom 
of the Hijaz in the 1920s, the 15-year civil war in Lebanon that began in 1975 
and the 1979 Islamic Revolution all spawned sectarian violence. Shi’ites and 
Sunnis differ as to who is the proper heir of the Prophet Muhammad, with 
the Shi’ites – like the Alawites – believing that leadership of the Muslim 
community passed to Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law. This has 
resulted in major doctrinal differences between the two Islamic sects. Their 
jurisprudence also varies, as do their rituals. Puritanical Sunnis, known as 
Salafis, are particularly critical of the Shi’ites for what they view as apos-
tasy in their reverence for Ali and worship at shrines, among other issues.

Yet these differences have often mattered little, and in recent decades 
tolerance was far more common than violence. Suspicion, discrimination 
and separation were prevalent, but for most of the last century Arab nation-
alism, power politics, ethnicity and even regional and class divides were 
more important than religious affiliation. Even within sects, religious iden-
tity was often elastic.13 The identity of a middle-class Iraqi Shi’ite could be 
shaped in multiple ways, depending on the overall context: by country, 
ethnicity, family and social class. There were even signs of progress. Many 
regimes tried to create at least a veneer of equality, using communal favour-
itism behind the scenes but stressing national unity in public. Even in Saudi 
Arabia, long hostile to its Shia minority, King Abdullah made visible ges-
tures to the Shia community, allowing dissidents to return and trying to 
co-opt former opposition figures.

This progress is now reversed.14 The latest round of sectarian violence 
arises not from a sudden focus on religious doctrine but in large part from 
the weakness of governments in the Middle East. When Saddam fell, Iraqi 
Shi’ites aired previously unmentionable grievances, such as killings evi-
denced by mass graves, and promoted visible symbols of Shia identity. The 
Arab Spring saw a repeat of this phenomenon, with newly liberated com-
munities expressing their identities.

The stronger the government, the less room there is for sectarianism. 
Radicals and vitriol exist in all countries: America has the Ku Klux Klan, 
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Europe has its skinheads, and so on. However, these extreme voices are 
not able to gain traction for several reasons, most of which do not apply 
to Middle Eastern countries where sectarianism is a problem. An obvious 
point – but one often missed in the discussion of ancient animosities – is that 
with a strong government, extremists who promote violence end up in jail. 
Furthermore, police forces and intelligence services monitor radicals, and 
those who break laws on promoting violence are also imprisoned. Should 
an attack occur, the investigation becomes a priority and the perpetrators 
are often arrested. Saddam and Hafez al-Assad’s regimes were brutal, but 
they also stopped sectarian extremists that threatened the government’s 

hold on power. After Middle Eastern governments were 
weakened by the Arab Spring – or, in the case of Iraq, 
the US-led invasion – their ability to repress sectarianism 
faded as well.

Law enforcement has broken down in many of these 
countries. In Iraq, the police services are demoralised 
and politicised. They often fear to tread in areas where 

unrest is strong or collaborate with Shia extremists. In Egypt, the police 
were cowed after the fall of Mubarak, and in Libya militias limit the gov-
ernment’s writ. Unsurprisingly, radicals can espouse the worst ideas and 
organise for violence with relative impunity. Because perpetrators often 
get away scot-free, communities trust the police less and turn to their own 
partisans more. After the fall of Saddam, local communal leaders in Iraq 
created protection rackets, extorting money from their own people in the 
name of safeguarding them.

Bloodcurdling rhetoric and organisation for violence, even if infrequent, 
understandably alarm other communities, reinforcing sectarian divisions 
and leading them to arm and organise in turn.15 In Iraq, Lebanon and else-
where, leaders portray their actions as defensive, pointing to the deeds and 
words of their supposed enemies as justification for their exploits. When 
order broke down in Iraq, communities turned inward for protection – a 
tendency that the country’s political system exacerbated after the US occu-
pation came to an end. This further weakened the Iraqi government, creating 
a vicious circle.

Communities 
turned inward 
for protection



Sectarianism Afflicts the New Middle East  |  85   

Even when they hold power, weak leaders are fearful and reluctant to 
stop sectarianism if it means confronting strong local actors. Thus, govern-
ments have been slow to halt the destruction of churches in Egypt or shrines 
in Libya. In addition, divided peoples find it harder to rise up against corrupt 
or dictatorial regimes.

When regimes fall or decay, new would-be leaders emerge. Many of Iraq’s 
political leaders made their post-2003 careers (and careers in exile before that) 
by championing their communities as victims of discrimination rather than 
by attempting to heal national divisions.16 This narrowness goes all the way 
to the top: the Shia-dominated government of Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-
Maliki sees itself first and foremost as leading the Shia community, and only 
secondarily as leading Iraq. These leaders play on prejudices and highlight 
isolated attacks – and often simply lie – to foster animosity and to discredit 
more moderate voices within their own community. The Maliki government 
has at times raised the spectre of Ba’athists – code for Sunnis – as a threat 
to the Shia community, discrediting Shia leaders pushing for reconciliation. 
This creates a competition in demonisation. Although the supposed enemy 
is another group, the purpose is to gain power within one’s own community.

The historical structure of Middle Eastern regimes makes these fears 
more potent. Since gaining independence, many Arab states have been 
built on rickety foundations. A number of regimes placed one minority 
above another and put communal loyalists into key positions to guard 
against a coup.17 The Assad family did this with Alawites and other 
minorities in Syria; Saddam did this with Sunnis in Iraq, and so on. When 
dictators wobbled, it threatened the privileged position of select commu-
nities and raised the hopes of rival groups, particularly in Iraq and Syria, 
where the sect that suffered most from discrimination was a majority. So 
efforts to de-Ba’athify Iraq were widely seen as de-Sunnification because 
so many Ba’ath leaders were Sunnis. As Fanar Haddad, research fellow 
at the National University of Singapore, contends, ‘a century’s worth of 
failed nation-building has come to a head.’18 Haddad has also pointed out 
the particular dangers posed by ‘affluent have-nots’: individuals whose 
wealth, power and expectations are not in alignment, and who feel resent-
ment over their secondary status.19
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Regime manipulation to stave off unrest compounds this problem. Saudi 
Arabia initially feared that the Arab Spring would rock the kingdom and 
threaten the monarchy’s hold on power. Sectarianism allowed the regime 
to tell its own people, and the world, that democracy would lead to the 
rise of the Shi’ites and to social violence. In addition to buying off dissent, 
the regime also tried to paint its opposition as a tool of Iran and dominated 
by Shia apostates.20 Taking such a position strengthens its support among 
Salafi clerics and their followers but further polarises the kingdom. The 
police may suppress unrest, but they allow Salafis to incite violence. The 
police also become part of the problem by emerging as a symbol of commu-
nal division rather than a reassuring presence for all communities.

As sectarian consciousness grows, institutions are perceived differently 
and create what scholar Charles Tripp calls ‘sectarianism by default’.21 In 
Iraq, Maliki’s decision to rely on loyalists among his friends and family, 
all of whom are Shi’ites, has furthered the sense that the government has a 
sectarian agenda. Maliki has justified his poor governance record in terms of 
corruption and services by instead emphasising his role as the defender of 
the Shi’ites. Indeed, as Henri Barkey has noted, ‘in the Middle East, percep-
tions are realities’.22

The media often worsens this problem. The good news is that with the 
collapse of governments in Egypt, Libya, Syria, Tunisia and Yemen, news-
papers and media sites have proliferated, greatly expanding the quantity 
of information flowing into the region. That is also the bad news.23 It takes 
time to learn the biases of news sources and which ones can be trusted. In 
a politicised environment with new media sources, alarmism often domi-
nates. Middle Eastern satellite stations are venomous in their coverage, with 
those in Saudi Arabia beaming Friday sermons that are virulently anti-Shia 
and highlight obscure or minor actors to vilify a rival community. As the 
media market fragments, inevitably some outlets will emerge that play to 
the prejudices of extremists in every community.

Social media has made the problem worse. The US occupation of Iraq 
was shortly followed by the explosion of social-networking sites, enabling 
more rapid person-to-person sharing of information.24 As Haddad argues, 
‘this turned the flow of information into a flood ... the sectarianization of 
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Iraq went viral and sectarian polemics went mainstream across the region.’25 
The message was beyond the control of state governments. The burning 
of Shia mosques and the desecration of Shia shrines were there for all to 
see on YouTube. Individuals have often highlighted rare events, such as a 
particularly horrific sectarian killings, and traded rumours at a rapid pace. 
Inflammatory sermons have been posted on websites, enabling them to 
reach large foreign audiences. Even governments seeking to calm tensions 
have often had little control over the story.

Once ideas take hold and networks are established, they are hard to 
erase. The reality of sectarian violence in Iraq made it far easier – and far 
quicker – for factions to play the sectarian card in Syria. 

The logic of war
War compounds all of these problems. To win wars, governments and their 
opponents try to mobilise the people to fight, provide money and other-
wise back their cause. Sectarianism taps into popular passions and anxieties 
heightened by the conflict, allowing its proponents to gain new recruits and 
find funders.

War also creates networks and skill sets that endure beyond the con-
flict. The funding, recruitment and propaganda networks that began with 
the Iraq War still exist today and are being used in Syria. The skills com-
batants gained in Iraq made them far more formidable when they decided 
to fight in Syria, putting them above other opposition groups. It is no sur-
prise that organisations such as Jabhat al-Nusra and the Islamic State of 
Iraq and al-Sham have proven more skilled in combat than rival Syrian 
groups, enabling them to attract more support simply due to their greater 
competence. Jabhat al-Nusra has also proven able to tap into networks of 
foreigners, giving it a band of suicide bombers that it has used to deadly 
effect.26

The war is in turn proof – vivid, bloody and constant – that the other 
community is indeed out to kill you. The onset of all-out civil war in Iraq 
is often described as being triggered by the February 2006 bombing of the 
al-Askariyya Mosque in Samarra by al-Qaeda in Iraq. There were no casu-
alties, but by targeting the resting place of several revered Shia historical 
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figures, the attack cemented the already strong impression of religious war. 
As Haddad describes the Iraq civil war after the bombing:

Street battles between rival Shia and Sunni militias, forced expulsions of 

the sectarian other, the bombing of mosques on both sides of the sectarian 

divide and the pervasive fear of the sectarian other (or at least the militants 

amongst them) hardened sectarian identity and fostered a distinctively 

aggressive sectarianism amongst many Sunnis and Shi’as.27

As the conflict drags on, warlords and other new leaders arise and 
exploit sectarianism, using it to raise money and attract recruits from their 
own community. Revenge becomes a powerful motive over time, as support 
grows after each new round of fighting.

Syria was an almost perfect setting for a sectarian conflict.28 Iraq had 
already laid the framework for violence and suspicion – both networks and 
teachings were in place. In Syria, a minority regime ruled brutally over 
a majority. Furthermore, the Alawite-dominated government was consid-
ered deviant even by many Sunnis who accepted the Shi’ites as legitimate. 
In addition, Damascus drew support from Iran and Hizbullah, the two Shia 
bogeymen. As the peaceful opposition morphed into violent resistance, the 
shift to sectarian strife was utterly predictable. Insecurity, payback, outside 
manipulation and, above all, mobilisation for war led to the formation of 
sectarian-focused groups and their steady increase in strength.29

Just as religious identity crosses borders, so too does sectarianism. Saudi 
Arabia and Iran are often singled out for worsening the sectarian problem. 
They do, but their motivations and roles are complex. Moreover, they are 
exploiting real social divisions rather than creating them from whole cloth.

Before the Syria crisis, regional relations did not always follow sectarian 
logic. Iran worked with the Sunni group Hamas, while Qatar and Turkey 
had good relations with Syria and Iran. Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood gov-
ernment was also reaching out to Tehran. The Syrian war shattered many 
of these relationships, creating new regional alignments that followed a sec-
tarian logic. And it is outside manipulation that makes already dangerous 
sectarianism so worrisome.



Sectarianism Afflicts the New Middle East  |  89   

Iran
Tehran does not want a Middle East racked by sectarianism – but its policies 
help to create one. Iran’s leaders have long tried to portray themselves as 
heading a revolutionary front that represents all Muslims, not just Shi’ites: 
they believe that they champion resistance, not sectarianism. They have 
done well when backing groups like Hizbullah and Hamas in their cam-
paign against Israel, an agenda shared by Sunnis and Shi’ites alike.

In general, however, Tehran has not been able to overcome the Sunni-Shia 
divide, with Arab Sunnis long being suspicious of Iran’s Shia, and Persian, 
identity. The country’s 1979 revolution threatened its neighbours, who 
feared instability from their own Shia populations and attacks on their legit-
imacy by Tehran’s clerical leaders. They responded by trying to discredit 
Iran as a sectarian – rather than revolutionary – power and by attacking 
Shi’ism directly.30 This conflation of Iranian power and Shia hegemony 
is repeated whenever Iran appears threatening to its neighbours. As Shia 
political parties emerged in Iraq after 2003, and especially as sectarian war 
reared its head, Tehran’s rivals portrayed their struggle in sectarian, as well 
as national, terms. Indeed, Iran sees itself as a victim of sectarianism, believ-
ing that the rise of various Salafi groups is part of a deliberate conspiracy 
(headed by the United States, of course) to weaken Iranian influence in the 
region.

In Iraq, Bahrain and now Syria, Iran did not start the sectarian violence 
or create the unrest – but moved swiftly to exploit them and secure Iranian 
interests. Tehran tried to keep lines of communication open to all groups 
in Iraq, including the most anti-Shia of the jihadists, but it worked most 
closely with various Shia militias and leaders. In Bahrain, Iran’s ties to the 
initial protests were limited, but Tehran was outraged by their suppression. 
Syria is Iran’s oldest Arab ally, and the fall of a friendly regime in Damascus 
would be a blow for Tehran as well as Hizbullah. To keep Assad in power, 
Iran has provided military support to Assad’s regime, offering arms, money, 
supplies and intelligence to help quash the rebellion.31 Tehran’s motives, 
however, are strategic and not due to religious kinship.

In contrast to many of its Sunni rivals, the sectarian approach so visible 
in Iran’s foreign policy is not driven by domestic politics. The country’s 
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financial crisis, greatly furthered by sanctions, has focused most Iranians on 
their travails at home. Aid to Syria is not a priority.

Yet as Iran and its allies are pressed, Tehran has tried to deepen or 
expand ties to Shia groups – the one sure ally – as a counter, increasing 
the perceived threat. Iran can offer money, weapons and assistance with 
building up social services, all of which it did successfully in Lebanon in 
the 1980s and, to a lesser degree, in parts of Iraq after 2003. For years, Iran 
played at most a minimal role in helping Yemen’s Shia community – which 
follows the Zaydi, rather than Iran’s Twelver, form of Shi’ism – in its fight 
against the government. As Iran’s position in the Middle East deteriorated, 
it provided more support to the Zaydis (in large part, simply to challenge 
Saudi Arabia on its southern border). This reinforced perceptions of Iran as 
behind all local Shia unrest and increased Saudi aid to the Zaydis’ rivals. 
Similarly, Iran has also backed the southern Yemeni leader Ali Salem al-
Beidh – again to counter Riyadh and gain influence in general, as he is not 
only a Sunni but also a communist. The reality, however, is that Iran’s influ-
ence is limited in most countries. There are probably sleeper cells backed by 
Iran in many Gulf states, but as scholar F. Gregory Gause contends, ‘these 
are sleeper cells, not sleeper movements.’32

Nonetheless, even limited support feeds the Sunni narrative of a Shia 
conspiracy to subjugate Arab regimes and the Sunni majority. This further 
isolates Iran, and that sense of isolation renders Tehran even more depend-
ent on preserving its few allies, such as the Assad regime in Damascus. 
Conversely, Iran’s ability to reach out to Sunni groups has plummeted. 
Tehran’s most important Sunni ally, Hamas, distanced itself from Iran and 
publicly rejected Syria to placate Sunni donors and the Palestinian public, 
which side firmly with their Sunni co-religionists.

This creates a vicious circle for Iran. Prior to the Arab Spring, and espe-
cially the Syrian civil war, Iran had some success in convincing regional 
audiences that it was first and foremost an anti-US and anti-Western power 
rather than a sectarian actor. Now, fearful of losing power, Tehran tries to 
ensure some influence and exploit concern about sectarianism by reaching 
out to regional Shia communities. Particularly in Lebanon and Iraq, where 
Shi’ites are strong, and in Bahrain, where they are under assault, Iran’s influ-
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ence grows. But as most Middle Eastern states have a Sunni majority, these 
efforts hinder Tehran’s goal of leading the region and increase attempts by 
its rivals to undermine Iranian power.

Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states
Saudi Arabia has long seen itself as engaged in a geopolitical rivalry with 
Iran for dominance of the Muslim world. Working with Kuwait, the United 
Arab Emirates and other smaller Gulf states, Riyadh has funded mosques 
and political organisations – in South and Central Asia, and Europe, as well 
as in the Middle East – to spread its brand of Islam and deny Iran potential 
access points.33 Saudi Arabia saw Iran’s revolution in sectarian terms and 
responded in kind by promoting its puritanical brand of Sunnism among 
Muslims everywhere. Historian Joshua Teitelbaum argues that the Saudis 
see themselves as the leaders of the Sunni world and believe that they are 
fighting a defensive war, with Iran triumphing in Iraq and Lebanon, and 
Riyadh trying to turn the tables in Syria and hold the line elsewhere.34

Qatar also joined the fray in Syria. Under Sheikh Hamid bin Khalifah 
Al Thani, Doha was hyperactive, funding and arming an array of groups 
in Syria outside the Western-backed structure designed to centralise the 
opposition, and actively encouraging the development of networks of Sunni 
fighters to send to Syria. Qatar openly funded radicals in opposition to the 
policies of Saudi Arabia and the UAE, trying to one-up them in intra-Sunni 
politics. Thus far, Hamid’s son and successor Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al 
Thani, who took power in 2013, appears to be more cautious.

Marc Lynch, professor at George Washington University, has described 
foreign support for religious actors as ‘power politics in sectarian drag’.35 Yet the 
Gulf states’ motives are more than cynical manipulation, and their current actions 
are creating dynamics that will last for years. Saudi leaders genuinely believe that 
Iran is behind every bush and has made inroads into the region, particularly 
after the invasion of Iraq led to the creation of a Shia-led government there. Small 
symbols, such as Bahraini Shi’ites putting up a Hizbullah flag in a demonstration 
or Iraqi Shi’ites lauding Iranian clerics, reinforce this paranoia.

Gulf leaders are also seeking to appease their publics, which are appalled 
by the slaughter in Syria. Popular clerics are calling for jihad against the Assad 
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regime and encouraging fundraising and recruiting efforts. The regimes are 
also trying to portray unrest among the long-marginalised Saudi Shi’ites as 
due to Iranian meddling and the community’s untrustworthy nature rather 
than its own discriminatory policies. By doing so, the ruling families also gain 
points with Sunni chauvinists, who see marginalising the Shi’ites at home 
and abroad as necessary. Many devout Salafis in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere 
believe that the Shi’ites are not true Muslims but merely a fifth column for Iran. 
Gulf states have expelled many non-citizen Shi’ites, particularly Lebanese 
nationals, who are branded as ‘Hizbullah elements’.

Public opinion can, however, be dangerous for Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
states. As Joseph Bahout, researcher at Académie Diplomatique Internationale, 
contends, the Saudi regime does not want extensive social mobilisation for 
the Syrian conflict and has discouraged – although not too harshly – private 
fundraising and recruitment efforts, fearing it will blow back and foster new 
jihadists within the kingdom itself. Indeed, in Syria – although not always 
elsewhere – Saudi Arabia has tried to back more secular and nationalist parts 
of the opposition rather than the jihadists, and has attempted to support less 
extreme Salafi-linked groups.36 Riyadh’s aim is to institutionalise these move-
ments rather than have support for extremism occur outside of its control. 

Due to this public support, it is important to distinguish between the poli-
cies of states and the actions of their citizens. The Gulf countries’ primary role 
has been one of deliberate inaction. As William McCants, former adviser at 
the US Department of State, points out, the Gulf monarchies often back non-
sectarian actors but ‘have not been able or willing to stem the tide of private 
money their citizens are sending to the Salafi charities and popular com-
mittees’.37 At times, Saudi Arabia and the UAE have tried to crack down on 
funding, but citizens easily sidestep this, often by sending money via Kuwait.

Nor is there a Sunni equivalent of Iran: a dominant power that can claim 
to speak for Sunnis. Saudi Arabia seeks to play this role, but its bid to control 
the discourse has led states such as Qatar to try to undercut it.

Other actors
Non-state actors also play an important role in fomenting sectarianism – and 
their divisive and hostile agenda is far more open than that of states. With 
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Iranian support, Hizbullah and various Iraqi Shia groups, such as Asa’ib Ahl 
al-Haq, have sent fighters to assist the Assad regime. Hizbullah used this 
support to solidify its role in Lebanon, undermining more centrist Shi’ites 
and portraying itself as the defender of the community in a holy war, in con-
trast to moderates who would compromise with killers. Hizbullah offers the 
Syrian regime formidable military power as its fighters have both training 
and dedication, which many regime combatants lack. The organisation was 
vital to the Syrian regime’s capture of al-Qusayr in June 2013. At least 2,000 
Hizbullah fighters assisted the Syrian regime – possibly many more. Several 
thousand Iraqi militiamen have also joined the fray.38

Sunni fighters are likewise flocking to Syria, driven in large part by a 
sectarian message that their community is under attack from an apostate 
regime. They travel not only from nearby Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia but also in large numbers from North Africa, and in 
smaller numbers from Europe and the Caucasus.39 Jihadist groups in Syria 
have learned many lessons from their failures in Iraq. In places such as 
Ar-Raqqah, they provide social services and supply bread, replacing the 
state and offering benefits to the community as a whole. In general, they 
have proven more willing to cooperate with non-jihadist groups and have 
fought less with each other than was the case in Iraq, although infighting 
now appears to be growing.

Sunni preachers and wealthy private donors are also important.40 Gulf 
donors often use Iraqi Sunni groups as go-betweens to send money to jihad-
ists in Syria, strengthening both groups in the process. Because of the money 
provided by wealthy donors from the Gulf, some groups in Syria have par-
roted sectarian rhetoric for instrumental reasons – and, in doing so, further 
spread the message.

All of these outside actors have their own motives, but the presence of one 
confirms for the others that this is indeed a region-wide sectarian conflict. Sunni 
jihadist attacks horrified Shia communities in Lebanon and Iraq, creating pres-
sure for intervention. Hizbullah’s growing role this year has pushed Sunni 
groups to become more extreme in their rhetoric and sectarian orientation, 
and led outside donors to embrace groups with an explicitly sectarian agenda. 
Attacks on Christian and Shia targets in Syria have also grown as a result.
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Implications for the US and its allies
Even if the West is not interested in sectarianism, sectarianism is interested 
in the West. The sectarian wave is destabilising the Middle East and feeding 
the fires of radicalism. However, the problem is in many ways worse for 
America’s adversaries and, in any event, the influence of the US and its 
allies is marginal at best.

Sectarianism has radicalised both Shia and Sunni communities in the 
Middle East. Groups such as Hizbullah and al-Qaeda-linked fighters in 
Syria are lauded as defenders of their communities. Recruitment and inten-
sity of support has the potential to grow. As Steven Simon at the IISS put 
it, ‘for terrorists, it’s like Christmas, New Year’s and their birthdays rolled 
into one.’41 For now, the radicals are killing each other, not Westerners. Yet 
the growth in overall numbers and the possibility that they might shift their 
targets is troubling.

Sectarianism is not staying confined to war zones. Such sentiment is 
spilling over to Lebanon and Iraq in particular, further destabilising these 
already weak countries. Melani Cammett, associate professor at Brown 
University, has pointed out that local fighters and extremist clerics in 
Lebanon are not only backing their fellow Sunnis in Syria but are also more 
likely to use violence as a tactic within Lebanon.42 Tension between the Shia 
and Sunni groups in Lebanon is worse than ever, while some Christian com-
munities – looking at Sunni jihadist depredations next door in Syria – are 
now moving closer to Hizbullah. Similarly, the Syrian war has exacerbated 
violence in Iraq.

The fact that combatants have travelled to Syria from across the Arab 
world and beyond bodes ill for future security. War changes the mindset 
of fighters. Often, volunteers journey to places such as Syria for what they 
feel are altruistic reasons, defending their community from the assaults of 
enemy sects. Once there, however, organised groups indoctrinate them 
and spread more radical ideas, including anti-Western sentiment. When 
they leave Syria and return to their home countries, they will be both more 
violent and more aware of sectarian issues. For just as Islam crosses borders, 
so does sectarianism. The linkages of immigrants and diasporas with their 
home countries makes it hard to keep fires contained. As Shiraz Maher, 
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researcher at King’s College London, has argued, ‘increasingly, people 
live in digital ghettos.’43 Volunteers are flowing from Europe to Syria, and 
European intelligence services worry that they will flow back. According to 
one April 2013 estimate, 7–11% of the foreign fighters that have travelled to 
Syria have come from Europe.44 

Sectarianism also frustrates Western efforts to promote democracy.45 
When sectarian tension is rife, leaders often gain power within their com-
munities by demonising rivals and pushing against compromise. Politicians 
who have failed to deliver services to constituents have a particular incentive 
to play up sectarianism. Elections can be disastrous because their losers fear 
that rival sects will use elected office to permanently cement the power of 
their sect. ‘Winner-take-all-forever’ elections foster violence, not democracy.

Sectarianism is also mostly bad news for Iran. The country’s backing 
of the Syrian regime and heightened sectarian tension make it impossible 
for Tehran to lead the Middle East. In countries such as Egypt, Jordan and 
even Morocco, citizens are viscerally anti-Iranian, despite being far from 
Iran and having no sizeable Shia populations. Efforts to isolate Iran will 
become easier, and Tehran’s efforts to spread its influence beyond narrow 
Shia enclaves will prove even more difficult. Similarly, the credibility and 
popularity of Iran’s most powerful terrorist ally, Hizbullah, is damaged. 
The organisation has long claimed to defend all Muslims, not just Shi’ites. 
After the 2006 war with Israel, Hizbullah’s leader, Hassan Nasrallah, was 
the most popular man in the Arab world; now Sunni Arabs see him as com-
plicit in the slaughter of their co-religionists, hurting Hizbullah’s image at 
home and abroad.

Although the US and Europe have a strong interest in regional stability 
and thus dampening sectarianism, they can do little directly. Western leaders 
lack credibility in the Muslim world on religious issues. The US is often 
considered to be complicit in the bloodletting rather than simply passive 
because of its potential power and influence. In much of the conspiracy-
driven Middle East, the US-led debacle in Iraq is not simply a case of hubris 
and incompetence, but rather a deliberate deal worked out with Tehran to 
put Iranian proxies in power in Baghdad. The US has managed to be seen as 
backing both Sunni Islamists in Egypt and Syria, and a Shia government in 
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Iraq. Rather than being clear proof that the US does not choose its alliances 
along sectarian lines, this allows critics on both sides of the divide to ‘prove’ 
hostile US intentions to their communities.

Western governments should refrain from evoking sectarianism to justify 
or reject policies, avoiding the impression that it shapes their approach. This 
does not mean ignoring it in practice, as a failure to recognise sectarianism’s 
pernicious effects could cost the West dearly. In any event, America’s closest 
allies and biggest regional enemies see regional politics in part through a 
sectarian lens.

To reduce the danger, Western states can try to shore up regional allies, 
making them more able to resist popular passions. State-building pro-
grammes can help shrink the space in which sectarianism can flourish. And 
the US can assist Syria’s neighbours by helping to manage refugee flows, 
fight terrorism and otherwise resist the spillover from the war. In the end, 
however, the sectarian fires are likely to rage for years to come.
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