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ABSTRACT 

Sectarian conflict and polarisation has become a key feature of Middle East politics in 
the aftermath of the Arab uprisings of 2011. This workshop looked at some of the key 
drivers of this, such as the troubled legacy of foreign intervention, state failure, 
regional rivalries between Saudi Arabia, Iran and others, ruling strategies of 
authoritarian regimes as well as the spread of identity and sect-based political 
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contemporary Middle East, Syria and Iraq, and a paper on the consequences of state 
collapse, this paper also makes recommendations on how the EU could help reduce 
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2 Introduction by Toby Matthiesen 
The following report is based on a workshop on sectarianism hosted by the Committee on Foreign Affairs 
of the European Parliament on 3 May 2017. The workshop brought together experts on the international 
relations of the Middle East and on the regions and countries most affected by sectarian conflict: Syria, 
Iraq and the Persian Gulf/Arabian Peninsula region. Despite this report's focus on these regions, the rise 
of sectarianism in the Middle East has strong repercussions across the world, from North Africa to Central, 
South and South-East Asia, as well as to migrant communities in Europe, the Americas, Asia and 
Australia.1 The aim of the workshop was to analyse the causes for sectarian conflict in the Middle East 
and, possibly, point towards steps the EU could take to address the issue. The report includes the 
reworked papers that were presented during the workshop and the experts have also incorporated the 
main topics raised in the Q&A into their sub-papers where appropriate.2 

The Arab uprisings of 2011, which started in Tunisia and Egypt and then spread across the Arab world set 
in motion transformative processes across the Middle East. So far, authoritarianism has largely survived, 
and counter-revolutionary tactics, such as the use of sectarian differences, have helped to keep old 
regimes in power, with disastrous consequences for much of the region. 

States with cross-sectarian or multi-ethnic compositions responded to the challenges of the Arab 
uprisings in a similar manner: By resorting to old tactics of divide-and-rule and by blaming foreign 
powers for meddling in their internal affairs. In Tunisia and Egypt, the social composition of the 
population did not lend itself to the sectarian argument; there it became more of a religious vs. secular 
narrative. In Syria, Iraq, Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and Yemen, however, state elites used sectarianism, 
largely in the form or references of some parts of the Sunni-Shia split, to divide their populations and 
prevent cross-sectarian opposition fronts.3  

The Syrian case is in many ways the inverse of the Bahraini case, but the regime strategies are similar. The 
Assad regime pushed for the militarisation of the opposition by brutally repressing any sign of dissent, 
and was at least tacitly supporting the more extreme jihadi elements of the opposition. That in turn 
forced most of Syria's minorities, not just the Alawis and the Shia, but also the Christians and many Druze, 
to support the regime. In such a situation, non-Sunni religious communities, faced with an opponent that 
literally advocates their annihilation, sided with what they perceived as the lesser evil. This gave the 
pro-opposition Syrians, many of whom are Sunnis, the impression that the regime and the minorities 
made common cause against the Sunnis. This in turn drove many to support radical Islamist groups, 

 
1 While the original title of the workshop referred to both the Middle East and North Africa, this report will focus on 
developments in the Arab East (the Levant, Iraq, the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Peninsula). For while instances of Sunni-Shii 
polemics, and at times confrontation, have occurred in North Africa, in particular in Egypt, given the very small percentages of 
Shia Muslims in North Africa, these have been secondary in nature and not as intense as Sunni-Shia conflicts in the Middle East. 
See, for example, Rainer Brunner, "Interesting Times: Egypt and Shiism at the Beginning of the Twenty-First Century", in: Meir 
Litvak/Ofra Bengio (eds.), The Sunna and Shia in History: Division and Ecumenism in the Muslim Middle East (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011), 223–41; Elizabeth Monier, "Egypt, Iran, and the Hizbullah Cell: Using Sectarianism to “De-Arabize” and 
Regionalize Threats to National Interests", The Middle East Journal 69, No. 3 (Summer 2015), pp. 341-357. For anti-Shia polemics 
and allegations of Shia proselytising in Morocco, as well as Saudi pressures on Morocco to limit ties with Iran see Morocco World 
News : Moroccan Islamists Warn Against ‘Shia Threat’ in Morocco (17 March 2015); Le Monde: WikiLeaks : Rabat a rompu ses 
relations avec l'Iran pour plaire à Ryad (10 December 2010); Al Monitor: Why did Iran, Morocco resume relations? (25 January 
2015). 
2 Some of the key questions raised during the workshop focused on the possible solutions to the wars in Syria, the crisis in Iraq, 
the presence of IS, the impact of sectarianism on Muslim diasporas in Europe, and the role of foreign intervention in 
exacerbating sectarian tension, as well as possible other fault lines that are being glossed over by adopting a sectarian narrative, 
such as resistance to Israel and/or the US-led political order in the region.  
3 See, for example, the case studies described in Nader Hashemi and Danny Postel (eds.), Sectarianization: Mapping the New 
Politics of the Middle East (London: Hurst & Co, 2017). 

https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2015/03/154181/moroccan-islamists-warn-shia-threat-morocco/
http://www.lemonde.fr/documents-wikileaks/article/2010/12/10/wikileaks-rabat-a-rompu-ses-relations-avec-l-iran-pour-plaire-a-ryad_1451990_1446239.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/documents-wikileaks/article/2010/12/10/wikileaks-rabat-a-rompu-ses-relations-avec-l-iran-pour-plaire-a-ryad_1451990_1446239.html
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/01/iran-morocco-diplomacy-economy-sunni-shiite-islam-jihadist.html
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funded by some Gulf states and with ideological outlooks that were rather alien to Syria and stemming 
from the Wahhabi and Salafi tradition. After years of conflict, the positions of all actors hardened. Many 
Sunnis, apart from the Sunni bourgeoisie of Damascus and Aleppo, are supporting the rebels, while most 
members of other religious groups support the regime, or, like the Kurds, are going their own way. This 
was, however, not a natural outcome of the sectarian make-up of Syria, it was a deliberate strategy by the 
regime, external backers and jihadi militants, all of whom profited from the sectarianisation of the Syrian 
uprising. 

In the Gulf, mass protests in Bahrain and the Shia-dominated Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia 
constituted a challenge to the narrative that the Gulf states were exempt from the Arab uprisings. To 
contain these protests and to legitimise their suppression, Gulf regimes portrayed them as a Shia/Iranian 
conspiracy. This served to rally the Sunnis in Saudi Arabia and in the other Gulf states around their 
respective ruling families. The clergy was used to denounce Iran and Shiism more generally.4 This went 
hand in hand with Saudi Arabia's self-portrayal as the main defender of Sunnis across the region. Saudi 
Arabia supported the insurgencies in Iraq and Syria, and intervened militarily in Bahrain and Yemen. It 
also continued to fuel sectarian sentiment by, for example, hosting openly anti-Shia TV channels and by 
executing the Saudi Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr.5 

Sectarianism is thus a political tool, a way of ruling the population, of preventing broad-based opposition 
and ensuring loyalty amongst a core segment of the population. According to one scholar, who has done 
large-scale surveys across the Gulf countries, sectarianism is a ruling strategy that, while doing serious 
damage to social relations, also carries significant advantages. It is cheaper than buying loyalty amongst 
the whole population through the state institutions, and because it scares the loyalists of a hostile 
takeover, it is also cheaper than rewarding all the loyalists with direct benefits.6 

Exacerbating this use of sectarianism domestically, and intrinsically related to it, is the rivalry between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran. This rivalry has effectively polarised the region in a new Middle Eastern Cold War. 
While it had been important in shaping regional events since 1979, it took on outsize proportions after 
2003, with the collapse of the Iraqi state, and then especially since 2011, as other regional powers 
imploded.7 A third force in regional politics is the Muslim Brotherhood and its state allies Turkey and 
Qatar. While serious divisions existed between this front and the Saudi Arabia- and UAE-led Gulf alliance 
when it came to the transitions in North Africa8 and which insurgent groups to support in Syria, the 
diplomatic rift that opened up between Saudi Arabia, the UAE and their allies on the one side and Qatar 
on the other in June 2017 was at least on the surface legitimised with Qatar’s diplomatic and economic 
relations with Iran and a number of Iranian-allied movements. In itself highly complex, and the result of 
long-standing rivalries amongst the Gulf states and their ruling families, the rift between Qatar and its 
neighbours is thus not unrelated to the broader Saudi-Iranian rivalry, and may well end up splitting the 
anti-Iranian Sunni alliance and push Qatar closer to Iran.9 

At the same time, and in particular when thinking about appropriate responses to the events in the 
Middle East, it is important to keep in mind that many of the problems of the region, and in particular 

 
4 Ismail, Raihan, Saudi Clerics and Shīʿa Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).  
5 Despite attempts to close it, one of the most vicious anti-Shia propaganda channels, Wisal, which also broadcasts in Persian, is 
based in Saudi Arabia. Toby Matthiesen, "Sectarianism after the Saudi mosque bombings", Washington Post, May 29, 2015. 
6 Justin Gengler, The Political Economy of Sectarianism in the Gulf (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, August 29, 2016). 
7 F. Gregory Gause III., "Beyond Sectarianism: The New Middle East Cold War", Brookings Doha Center Analysis Paper, July 22, 
2014. 
8 Toby Matthiesen, “Renting the Casbah: Gulf States’ Foreign Policy towards North Africa since the Arab Uprisings”, in Kristian 
Coates Ulrichsen (ed.), The Changing Security Dynamics of the Persian Gulf (London: Hurst & Co, 2017).  
9 Bruce Riedel, “Influence-rich Saudis blow through Sunni unity”, Al-Monitor, June 15, 2017. Iran denounced the actions by Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt against Qatar. "Iran's Rouhani backs Qatar, rejects 'siege'", Reuters, 25 June, 2017 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/monkey-cage/wp/2015/05/29/sectarianism-after-the-saudi-mosque-bombings
http://carnegieendowment.org/2016/08/29/political-economy-of-sectarianism-in-gulf-pub-64410
http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/en_US/contents/articles/originals/2017/06/saudi-arabia-unity-sunni-states-trump-iran-salman.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-gulf-qatar-iran-idUSKBN19G0X2
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what is often described as ethnic and religious conflict, is in part the result of divide and rule strategies 
imposed in the period of imperial domination and the mandate era, or by foreign military intervention 
such as the 2003 invasion of Iraq. A sectarian lens, one that saw the Middle East and in particular the 
Levant as a mosaic of religions, characterised European views and colonial policies during the 19th and 
the first half of the 20th centuries.10 

Distinctions between majorities and minorities in a particular national territory were largely introduced 
during the mandate era following World War I, when the borders of many of the new states in the region 
were drawn and colonial officials were looking for local elites they could work with.11 The rise of sectarian 
conflict across the Middle East is also a direct outcome of the 2003 intervention of Iraq, the dissolution of 
the Iraqi state, and the emergence of Iraq and later Syria as arenas where power struggles between 
regional hegemons, in particular Saudi Arabia and Iran, could be played out and take on a sectarian 
overtone. The long-standing American and European alliance with the Gulf states, in particular with Saudi 
Arabia, and efforts to isolate Iran post-1979 also had a detrimental effect on regional stability and 
sectarian co-existence. The legacy of outside intervention in exacerbating sectarian strife in the Middle 
East should thus not be forgotten, not least when trying to highlight some options for positive action for 
an outside actor such as the EU. 

 

 
10 Ussama Samir Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, History, and Violence in Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Lebanon 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2000). 
11 Benjamin Thomas White, The Emergence of Minorities in the Middle East: The Politics of Community in French Mandate Syria 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011). 
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3 Paper Abstracts 
Given the importance and urgency of the war in Syria, as well as of the problems in Iraq, two country 
experts were chosen to write a paper on Syria and Iraq each. The third contribution will look at the 
question of sectarianism from a comparative political science and international relations perspective.  

Raphael Lefèvre's contribution focuses on Syria, where tensions between Alawis and Sunnis show that 
when sectarianism is used as an instrument to achieve political ends, it takes a life of its own and 
risks becoming embedded within society. In Syria, the differences between various religious and ethnic 
communities played a role in society, but largely without this becoming too manifest in politics, let alone 
fuelling large-scale armed conflict. In fact, when the uprisings began in Syria in March 2011, members of 
many communities, including some Alawis – the sect of Bashar al-Assad – took to the streets in protest 
at government corruption, the violence of the security forces and the lack of political freedoms. So to 
what can the subsequent exponential rise in sectarian tensions between Syria's Sunnis and Alawis best be 
attributed? 

Renad Mansour's paper concentrates on Iraq and, in particular, on the reasons for the rise of the 
so-called Islamic State (IS), the dynamics in the Shia-dominated government in Baghdad and the 
ambiguous role of the Kurds in the sectarian rivalry. Post-2003 Iraq has been marked by political and 
military conflict with sectarian overtones. With the collapse of the unitary and centralised state, 
sub-national identities have defined the political system, which is based on identity politics and a 
sect-based quota system. Sectarianism has also become militarised. The Iraqi army, as a national 
institution, has on several occasions collapsed or failed. Most notably, it lost Mosul, Iraq’s second largest 
city, in June 2014. As such, the strongest military actors have been sect- or ethnicity-based paramilitaries, 
such as the predominantly-Shia Popular Mobilisation Forces (al-hashd al-shaabi), the Kurdistan Region's 
Peshmerga, or Sunni salafi-jihadi movements (i.e. IS). 

Simon Mabon's paper focuses on how state weakness, and state implosion, in particular the events of 
2003 and then 2011 onwards, have provided fertile ground for the development of arenas for proxy wars 
and the sectarianisation of these conflicts. He argues that it is particularly state weakness, largely the 
result of Western military intervention (Iraq, Libya, and to a certain extent Syria) that has opened up the 
space for the prevalence of identity-based militias. This is not a value judgment on how these states had 
previously dealt with their populations. It is rather a way to trace the origins of the contemporary 
sectarian conflicts. 
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4 Sectarian Violence in Syria: ‘Ancient Hatreds’ or ‘Divide and 
Rule’? by Raphaël Lefèvre 

It is striking how quickly the Syrian crisis became transformed into a brutal conflict marked by the 
prevalence of sectarian violence pitting the supporters of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, many of 
whom are Alawis (a heterodox offshoot of Shia Islam), against his mostly Sunni opponents. Of course, 
sectarian identity is fluid and by no means directly translates into political behaviour. And powerful 
socio-economic and political drivers also fuel the crisis. Nevertheless, in recent years the conflict has 
clearly come to be dominated by high levels of physical violence, including many instances of killings, 
rapes and mass displacements of a sectarian nature, but also of symbolic violence, with the growing use 
of sectarian language and, sometimes, of insults, to designate ‘the other’ in daily life.12 

There are two broad schools of thought striving to explain the current prevalence of sectarian violence in 
Syria. One, favoured by many Western policymakers and largely echoed in the media, suggests that 
Sunni-Alawi tensions mostly result from ‘ancient hatreds’ of an allegedly historical and theological nature 
and that Syria, by virtue of being a colonial creation, was always likely to be a sectarian powder keg 
bound to explode. The other school of thought, prevalent in circles sympathetic to the Syrian opposition, 
blames the regime and Saudi-Iranian interventionism for the emergence of groups driven by a sectarian 
agenda in Syria. This paper strives to go beyond them and to explain the growth and institutionalisation 
of sectarian violence in Syria. 

4.1 Sectarianism, a driver of the uprisings? 
The main problem with the ‘ancient hatreds’ argument is that it portrays the current conflict in Syria as a 
quasi-millenarian struggle, while it has, in reality, relatively recent and mostly political roots.13 Naturally, 
in a country characterised by a great degree of religious diversity (it is often estimated that Syria is 
comprised of 64 % of Sunni Arabs, 12 % of Alawis, 9 % of Christians, 3 % of Druzes, 1 % of Shias and 1 % of 
various others), sectarian identity always mattered in society. Yet at the same time the importance of 
such religious affiliations did not develop in contrast to but rather in hand with Syrian national identity, 
which often highlighted pride in the religious ‘mosaic’ of the country.14 And, in fact, up until 2012 this 
religious diversity had in the modern era rarely translated into large-scale sectarian unrest. When it came 
to politics, Syrians did not split as much along sectarian lines as in neighbouring Lebanon, where spoils 
are traditionally divided amongst communities and an important component of a party’s identity is the 
religious affiliation of most of its members. Instead, parties such as the Syrian Baath, for instance, which 
was a growing political force in the 1950s before becoming the ruling party in 1963, gathered members 
of the minorities such as Christians and Alawis but also included significant proportions of poorer Sunnis 
who were attracted to its social message. And when Fares al-Khoury, a leader of Syria’s independence 
movement, became Prime Minister twice and speaker of the Parliament four times in the 1940s and 
1950s, the fact that he was a Christian rather than a Sunni, like most earlier senior politicians, did not 
stand in the way of his popular success. 

 
12 Aaron Y.Zelin and Philip Smyth, “The vocabulary of sectarianism”, Syria Deeply (31/1/2014). 
13 For an example of the ‘ancient hatreds’ argument, see James Satvridis, “Syrian Ghosts”, Foreign Policy (6/11/2015) or news 
articles such as “Ancient hatreds tearing apart the Middle East”, Daily Mail (12/6/2014).  
14 For a very good historical analysis and deconstruction of the concept of the Syrian ‘mosaic’ and its importance in the building 
of national identity, see Max Weiss, “Colonial and social scientific discourses on the Alawis in Syria during the Mandate and early 
independence periods”, Chapter 3 in Michael Kerr and Craig Larkin (eds.), The Alawis of Syria: war, faith and politics in the Levant 
(London, Hurst, 2015).  
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It was only with Hafez al-Assad’s rise to power in 1970 that religious communities became to an extent 
politicised. Before then the French Mandate had attempted to pit communities against each other in 
order to break up the nationalist movement, especially in 1920-1936 when Syria became divided into six 
smaller states, including one for the Alawis and one for the Druzes. But this project eventually failed. 
Hafez al-Assad, for his part, may have been an Alawi but his first years in power were not marked by a 
particular willingness to privilege Alawis at all costs and to marginalise other sects. What changed, 
however, is that his increasingly authoritarian governance started being rejected by the Syrian 
opposition and that, faced with a wave of mass protests in the late 1970s, he began relying more than 
ever before on his own community for support, installing many to positions of power. Alawis became 
particularly prominent in the all-powerful intelligence services and armed forces, to the extent that, while 
they only constituted 12 % of the Syrian population, they already made up 30 % of the officer corps in the 
1960s. Most estimates suggest that they now make up an overwhelming majority.15 This ‘Alawisation’ of 
the regime therefore happened more within the context of Hafez al-Assad’s attempt at political survival 
as he was faced with opposition more than out of a grand ‘Alawi plot’. The dynamic continued under his 
son, Bashar al-Assad, and even intensified after 2005 when Bashar began facing challenges to his own 
rule. Even then, however, this process did not trigger large-scale sectarian violence until recently. And, 
when the uprisings started in 2011, the ‘sectarian question’ was not at their core, being relegated to the 
back seat by the more pressing political and social issues of the day, which had engulfed the whole 
country in the wake of the Arab Spring. Initially, in fact, many Alawis shared the demands of protesters 
and some joined the uprisings.16 Progressively, however, the main fault line in the crisis did become 
sectarian, with a growing number of Alawis supporting the regime in clearer ways and many Sunnis 
supporting the opposition.  

4.2 The ‘sectarianisation’ of the Syrian conflict 
The ‘sectarianisation’ of the crisis is, first of all, a deliberate part of the Syrian regime’s ‘divide-and-rule’ 
strategy aimed at stoking sectarian tensions in order to split the opposition and obtain the support of the 
minorities, which taken together represent up to a third of the Syrian population. The regime did so by 
targeting Sunni civilians in religiously mixed areas, hoping both to evict and to radicalise them. It armed 
Alawi thugs (known as shabiha) who killed up to 600 Sunnis, mostly civilians, in the countryside of Homs 
between 2011 and 2012 alone, according to various accounts.17 Findings from a UN-led investigation 
suggest that in May 2012, they executed 108 Sunni women and children in the nearby area of Houla.18 In 
parallel, as early as March 2011, so days into the uprising, the regime decided to release 200 radical Sunni 
Islamists from the notorious Sednaya prison, a move that accelerated the rise of jihadism and 
sectarianism in the ranks of the opposition.19 These inmates, once released, would go on to form or join 
some of the most violent and sectarian groups such as Jabhat al-Nusra, at the time Al-Qaeda’s branch in 
Syria, or Ahrar al-Sham, a Salafi group that does not shy away from acting and speaking in sectarian ways. 
In fact, in the summer 2013, these Islamist factions would team up and raid Alawi areas in the countryside 

 
15 It is difficult to access reliable data on recent developments but most studies suggest that Alawis recently made up between 
60 % and 80 % of the Syrian officer corps. See Nikolaos Van Dam, The struggle for power in Syria (London, I.B.Tauris, 1979), Moshe 
Maoz, “Alawi military officers in Syrian politics”, in H.Z. Shiffrin (ed.), The military and state in modern Asia (Jerusalem, Israel 
Universities Press, 1973) and Hicham Bou-Nassif, “’Second-class’: the grievances of Sunni officers in the Syrian armed forces”, 
Journal of Strategic Studies (Vol.38, No.5, 2015), p.632. 
16 “Disaffection, fear growing among Syria’s Alawites”, The National (8/4/2012). 
17 This estimate is based on figures gathered by Christopher Phillips. See: Christopher Phillips, “Sectarianism and conflict in Syria”, 
Third World Quarterly (Vol.36, No.2, 2015), pp.359-360. 
18 “Oral update of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian Arab Republic”, United Nations Human 
Rights Council, 20th Session (June 2012). 
19 “Assad regime set free extremists from prison to fire up trouble during peaceful uprising”, The National (22/1/2014). 
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of Latakia, in north-western Syria, killing 190 Alawi civilians according to figures gathered by Human 
Rights Watch.20 This type of attack strengthened Alawi support for the regime. 

Yet this incident also highlighted the Syrian opposition’s own share of responsibility in the 
‘sectarianisation’ of the crisis. Indeed, opposition bodies such as the Syrian National Council or the 
National Coalition may have been inclusive, with Sunnis as well as members of the minorities taking a key 
part in their leadership, but due to the militarisation of the crisis they were based in exile in Istanbul and 
lacked domestic legitimacy. As a result, they were slow to condemn the growing extremism taking shape 
in rebel ranks. It would take until 2014 and the rise of IS for opposition bodies to start taking these issues 
more seriously. By then, however, it was arguably too late, for the rebels inside Syria had become clearly 
dominated by Sunni Islamist groups. This dynamic of radicalisation had local roots, yet it also stemmed 
from the larger geopolitical rivalry pitting Saudi Arabia against Iran. The latter intervened early on in the 
conflict, first by providing nearly USD 4 billion in economic aid to the Syrian regime but second, and 
perhaps most importantly, by deploying 3 000 Iranian Revolutionary Guards and by reportedly 
dispatching an additional 15 000 foreign Shia militiamen from Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan to 
help prop up the Syrian regime’s armed forces.21 This massive presence of Shia foreign fighters in Syria 
stirred up a great deal of local Sunni resentment and encouraged the Sunni Gulf states opposed to 
Iranian influence. Thus, Saudi Arabia and Qatar funded many radical Islamist groups in Syria. Some of 
them, like Jaysh al-Islam, became close and effective allies of Riyadh on the ground, but their forceful 
attempts at spreading the Saudi-sponsored Wahhabi school of religious thought and their sectarian 
discourse of Sunni supremacism has contributed to alienating Syria’s minorities.22 

4.3 Towards an institutionalisation of sectarian difference? 
There is now a growing risk that some of the sectarian violence and resentment we see at play becomes 
entrenched in society in ways that will make it very hard to overcome in the future. Given the 
impossibility of carrying out field research inside the country since the start of the crisis, it is difficult to 
obtain reliable data on the evolution of societal patterns. Yet one fairly reliable poll, conducted by the 
NGO The Day After on over 2 500 Syrians of all religious, political and socio-economic backgrounds, sheds 
light on the scale of the challenges awaiting Syria after the war comes to an end.23 On the one hand, the 
poll indicated that a majority of Syrians do view the country’s ‘sectarian problem’ as having recent 
political roots and not stemming from ‘ancient hatreds’, thereby in theory opening the door to a 
reduction in communal tensions once the roots of the conflict are addressed. On the other hand, 
however, the poll also suggested a worrying trend for the future of Syria – the institutionalisation of 
sectarian divisions. It is striking, for instance, that 72 % of Syrians reported having been the victim of 
sectarian discrimination – a very high proportion, which implies that this problem, if not tackled urgently, 
risks entrenching animosity towards ‘the other’ for decades to come. These statistics are even more 
serious in areas hosting Syrian refugees in Turkey, where sectarian narratives are becoming prevalent 
amongst people that have suffered greatly due to the conflict. On the ground, such animosity translates 
into greater social distance between communities that sometimes still live physically side by side. One 
simple but telling way of measuring such social distance is to observe who is watching which TV 
channels. While Alawis overwhelmingly watch Dunya TV, often considered a mouthpiece of the regime, 

 
20 ‘You can still see their blood’: Executions, indiscriminate shootings and hostage taking by opposition forces in the Latakia 
countryside”, Human Rights Watch (10/10/2013). 
21 Phillip Smyth, “The Shiite Jihad in Syria and its regional effects”, Washington Institute for Near East Policy (2015). See also “Iran’s 
new way of war in Syria”, Institute for the Study of War (2017). 
22 For a deep look into Jaysh al-Islam’s grip on the suburbs of Damascus and, more generally, rebel politics in the Damascus area, 
see the excellent report: Aron Lund, “Into the tunnels”, The Century Foundation (2016). 
23 “Syrian opinions and attitudes towards sectarianism in Syria – survey study”, The Day After (2016). 
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this TV channel is only watched by 2 % of the Sunnis, who for their part say they prefer watching 
opposition-backed Orient News TV, itself watched by only 0.4 % of Alawis. These examples are not just 
anecdotal – TV channels play a key role in the entrenchment of narratives and in the polarisation of 
society.24 

Since the poll was carried out in 2015, levels of sectarianism and violence have increased. Two main 
reasons stand behind this further deterioration of relationships amongst Syria’s communities. The first is 
that the regime’s attempt at ‘demographic engineering’ has started to yield results. Its barrel bombs, 
chemical weapons attacks and ‘starve-or-surrender’ tactics have largely emptied Damascus and Homs of 
its Sunni opponents and, in many cases, of a large number of civilians too.25 These populations have been 
transferred to the north of Syria, controlled by the opposition, and reports have emerged that their 
homes have sometimes been given to foreign Shia militiamen who support the regime.26 This not only 
increases patterns of sectarian division and resentment but it also renders the prospect of a return of the 
refugees very unlikely, in effect changing the demographic map of Syria. The second reason behind the 
increase in Sunni-Alawi tensions is the growing strength of radical Islamist groups. IS may well be 
increasingly encircled in its self-proclaimed ‘capital’ of Raqqa but its capacity to operate outside of these 
areas remains significant, as shown by the bombings it carried out in May 2016, which killed over 
120 Alawi civilians around Latakia. Also, even as IS is on the decline, Al-Qaeda’s affiliates in Syria are for 
their part on the rise, especially after Aleppo fell to the regime in December 2016.27 Jabhat al-Nusra, 
today known as Jabhat Fatah al-Sham and a key part of the Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham jihadi coalition, makes 
no secret of its willingness to kill Alawi and Shia civilians in retaliation for the regime’s killings of Sunni 
civilians. Its destructive potential is regularly on display and its growing presence in north-western Syria 
has significantly increased sectarian tensions. Therefore, while communal violence may be a relatively 
new phenomenon in Syria, there is a real risk that its growing occurrence and the lack of prospect for 
peace pushes it to take on a life of its own. 

4.4 Recommendations for the EU  
The priority for the European Union must naturally be to continue exerting diplomatic pressures in order 
to reach a ceasefire, kick-start negotiations, usher in a political transition and encourage the reform of 
Syria’s political system and security architecture. Yet, additional steps can be envisaged. For instance, as 
the EU opens up to Iran, it could encourage Tehran to withdraw its Revolutionary Guards and foreign Shia 
militiamen from Syria. Their presence in the country, just like that of the foreign Sunni jihadis, constitutes 
an obstacle to the reconciliation of Syrians in the future. Other, shorter term measures can also be 
considered. It would indeed be useful for negotiators and policymakers to have more data and opinion 
surveys about what Syrians think, feel and want for the future of their country – the results of which could 
help inform decisions in any upcoming UN and EU-led reconstruction and reconciliation effort. Similarly, 
independent fact-finding missions could be launched to document the war crimes committed by all 
sides, not only with the distant hope of bringing perpetrators to justice, but rather for the sake of truth. 
Because sectarian narratives about ‘Alawis killing Sunnis’ – or the other way around – are too broad, 
nuances, in terms of finding the actual culprits as opposed to blaming large groups of people, could 
eventually help to restore a degree of trust between communities. The material produced could also be 
used in any future Syrian Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 

 
24 “Syrian opinions and attitudes towards sectarianism in Syria – survey study”, The Day After (2016), pp.39-41.  
25 “No return to Homs: a case study on demographic engineering in Syria”, The Syria Institute (21/2/2017). 
26 “Militiamen of Shiite villages resettled in Qusayr town”, Zaman al-Wasel (26/4/2017). 
27 Charles Lister, “Al-Qaeda is starting to swallow the Syrian opposition”, Foreign Policy (15/2/2017). 
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In parallel, more effort needs to be invested in providing psychological and social support to the younger 
generation of Syrians who are growing up in a context of violence and without education. Save the 
Children estimates that up to two-thirds of all Syrian children have lost a loved one or been the direct 
victims of violence, a pattern the NGO sees as encouraging aggressive behaviours.28 The EU could 
therefore step up its existing support for initiatives linked to the education of Syrians displaced in their 
country and refugees in nearby countries, but it could also invest more in NGOs which are involved in the 
treatment of psychological and physical traumas as well as those campaigning for the reconciliation of 
local communities. Finally, the EU can also use its unique financial leverage in order to impose, when the 
time comes, the terms of an ‘inclusive reconstruction’ of Syria. Indeed, if the EU has the unique capacity 
and the willingness to pay for the bulk of the USD 200 billion often estimated to be needed in order to 
rebuild the war-torn country, then it could do so as part of a grand bargain that would force the Syrian 
state to become more inclusive and to address the rights of the millions of Syrians who are currently 
displaced. Because, ultimately, the roots of sectarian violence have more to do with immediate 
socio-political issues than with ‘ancient hatreds’, and by addressing these issues, the politicisation of 
sectarian identity could eventually be reduced.  

 
28 “Invisible wounds: the impact of six years of war on the mental health of Syrian children”, Save the Children (March 2017). 
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5 Sectarianism in Iraq: A Struggle between Identity and Issue 
Politics, by Renad Mansour 

5.1 Introduction  
Many scholars point to the 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq as one of the chief instigators of the 
sectarianisation of the modern Middle East, along with the 1979 Iranian revolution and the 2011 Arab 
Uprisings.29 The argument put forward links the collapse of the 1920 British-built centralised Iraqi state to 
the emergence of sectarian-driven non-state armed groups and the regional rivalry between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia that takes the form of a Shia-Sunni struggle. 

While such a narrative pins events in Iraq as both a source and a microcosm of the region’s 
sectarianisation, this paper focuses on sectarianism inside Iraq. It will argue that sectarianism was 
institutionalised in the post-2013 state via the drive for consociational governance based on identity 
politics. Then, it will look at the militarisation of sectarianism vis-à-vis the emergence of militias and 
paramilitaries and civil unrest. Finally, the paper will analyse challenges to sectarian discourse in Iraq by 
focusing on intra-sect conflict. This paper argues that sectarianism grew in post-2003 Iraq for two main 
reasons: first, the new leadership that returned from exile after 2003 relied on sect-centric mandates and 
constituents and second, the breakdown of the unitary state (and absence of a strong state thereafter), 
led to a weakening of the national identity and consequently the prominence of sub-national identities, 
namely sect. However, complicating this narrative, internal Shia and Sunni grievances have emerged as 
protestors and enraged citizens put the blame not only on the ‘Other’ but also on their own leaderships. 
This situation opens up possibilities for issue-based politics. 

5.2 Where does Sectarianism come from? Institutionalising Sectarianism 
in the New Iraqi State 

In 2003, the U.S. and its allies claimed they wanted to pursue regime change in Iraq in order to topple 
Saddam Hussein. As former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice recently put it, ‘we didn't go to Iraq to 
bring democracy to Iraq, we went to Iraq to overthrow Saddam Hussein.’30 Instead of only removing the 
regime, the invading forces ended up destroying much of the state apparatus as well, and found 
themselves having to build a new state. Paul Bremer, who became Iraq’s de facto sovereign head as the 
leader of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), issued two monumental orders that defined the new 
state. CPA Order 1 dissolved the ruling Ba’ath party and led to the firing of thousands of civil servants 
who were responsible for running the state. CPA Order 2 dissolved the Iraqi military and intelligence 
services. These two decisions destabilised the state, and turned regime change into state change. 

From June 2004, a new elite of Iraqi leaders took over the government. It is during this process that 
sectarianism emerged as a key feature of Iraqi politics. The new state was defined along consociational 
lines, meaning that political constituencies were now based on sects or ethnicities. These new leaders 
constructed the state between 2003 and 2005.31 

The first way sectarianism became institutionalised was through the very parties that began ruling 
post-2003 Iraq. Most political dissidents that stepped into the post-2003 political vacuum had spent 

 
29 Nader Hashemi and Danny Postel, Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East (London: Hurst, 2017). 
30 Tom O’Connor, “U.S. Wars in the Middle East Were Not Supposed to Bring Democracy,” Newsweek, 12 May 2017, (accessed 
23 May 2017). 
31 Toby Dodge, “Iraq: The Contradictions of Exogenous State-Building in Historical Perspective,” Third World Quarterly 27 (2006): 
187-200; Charles Tripp, “The United States and state-building in Iraq,” Review of International Studies 30 (2004).   
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decades in exile (in Iran, Syria, the UK, or the US, amongst other places). As such, many of them had not 
served as representatives on the ground in Iraq. Instead, their constituencies were based on imagined 
communities linked to their sectarian or political identity. This is not to say that the major Shia parties 
employed particularly sectarian discourse before 2003, but they did have Shia-only politburos and 
leadership councils. With the collapse of the Iraqi state, these parties then began relying on sub-national 
identities to gain legitimacy. At this point, they relied on sectarian narratives and the identity politics that 
emerged vis-à-vis a collapsed state. In sum, political mobilisation was defined along these party lines. The 
politburos of these parties came from the same sect. 

During the state-building process, 2003-2005, the Shia and Kurd leaderships remained monolithic blocs 
in negotiations. For the Shia, the major political parties included the Supreme Council for the Islamic 
Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI, later renamed to the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq), the Islamic Dawa Party, 
and Islamic Virtue Party. All major Shia groups came together and formed the United Iraqi Alliance (UIA, 
later renamed the National Iraqi Alliance). This group received the tacit support of Grand Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani, the main spiritual leader of the Iraqi Shia. Therefore, the Shia parties remained united and 
worked to better their interests vis-à-vis the competing Kurdistan List (which also consisted of an 
amalgamation of leading Kurdish parties, the Kurdistan Democratic Party and the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan). 

During this time, however, the Sunni leadership struggled to find political representation. Internal divides 
and a large portion of rejectionists, who refused to play the new game or engage in concepts such as 
federalism, allowed the Shia and Kurds to construct the new state with minimal input by the Sunnis.32 

The second process of institutionalising sectarianism was through the quota system (muhassasa), which 
was intended to provide an inclusive government that could represent all of Iraq’s ethno-sectarian 
identities. Despite the seemingly noble task of cross-ethnic and cross-sect representation, it 
institutionalised identity politics. The great ‘dividing the pie’ (taqsim al-ka’ka) split the state’s positions, 
and thus resources, along community lines. Under the new quota system, each leadership looked at 
ministries and posts as means to gain access to money and power to distribute in a clientelist manner. 
Therefore, the state had positions for Shia, Sunni, and Kurdish leaders – and all these leaders became very 
wealthy in post-2003 Iraq. 

To maintain legitimacy, and ensure continued access to resources, these leaders pursued identity-based 
policies. Inter-community contestations thus overshadowed the state-building process. Politicians gained 
votes amongst their particular communities, and played up external threats towards these communities. 

The third form of institutionalised sectarianism in post-2003 Iraq was the issue of de-Baathification. As of 
2017, 14 years after regime change, the Iraqi government still hosts a council that works on 
de-Baathification. For some in the Shia leadership, this meant portraying potential Sunni opponents as 
‘Baathis’ or Gulf-sponsored proxies. Nouri al-Maliki, during his second term as Premier (2010-2014), began 
targeting Sunni opponents, such as Vice President Tariq al-Hashimi and Finance Minister Rafa al-Issawi. 
A legitimate process was thus used as a way to tarnish potential opponents and members of one 
particular sect, the Sunnis. 

A fourth way sectarianism was institutionalised was through militarisation. Again, a weak state paved the 
path for paramilitaries and militias – both Sunni and Shia. In February 2006, an attack on the al-Askari 
mosque, one of the holiest sites in Shia Islam, triggered a sectarian civil war. Accused of orchestrating the 
attack, Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) represented a salafi-jihadi organisation with weak links to AQ-central but a 

 
32 Fanar Haddad, “Shia-Centric State Building and Sunni Rejection in Post-2003 Iraq,” Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 7 January 2016, (accessed 23 May 2017).  
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strong mandate to destabilise growing Shia and Iranian influence in Iraq. On the other side, Shia 
paramilitaries linked to the Badr Organisation or the Mehdi Army (JAM) began taking the law in their own 
hand, rather than through the state security apparatus. During the civil war 2006-2008, sectarian 
atrocities were committed by both sides.33 

The failure of the state’s security sector led to reliance on paramilitaries and sub-state armed groups, 
which are again defined along identity lines. The Mehdi Army, became a predominantly Shia militia that 
committed atrocities against Sunnis (as well as Shia). Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), and later IS, attempted to 
represent Sunni constituents by targeting non-Sunni religious groups, be they Shia (i.e. Camp Speicher 
Massacre), Yezidi or Christian. 

The emergence of the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF, al-hashd al-shaabi), created by former Prime 
Minister Maliki and supported by a fatwa from Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, led to the state recognising 
and legitimising a large number of militias. Some of the militias inside the PMU have used sectarian 
discourse. For instance, Qais Khazali, who heads the League of the Righteousness, claimed that his fight 
to re-take Mosul from IS was ‘revenge for the killing of Imam Hussein and preparation for a state of divine 
justice.’34 

5.3 Questioning the Persistence of Sectarianism (Intra-Sect 
Contestations)  

The paper has thus far argued that sectarianism emerged from the failures of state-building in post-2003 
Iraq. At the same time, however, the intra-sect dynamic is often under-analysed. The political blocs based 
on identities that pursued state-building were only temporarily cohesive. Internal contestations over 
power and resources intensified on all sides – complicating the simple narrative of a Sunni-Shia rivalry. 
For instance, a forthcoming survey conducted by the National Democratic Institute reveals that in 
April 2017, the more important challenge for 43 % of Iraqis was corruption whereas sectarianism was 
fourth with only 15 % of Iraqis considering it to be their top priority.35 

After the first parliamentary elections in 2005, the different Shia parties began competing with each other 
for seats. For the 2010 parliamentary elections, Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki decided to split from the 
United Iraqi Alliance (now called the National Iraqi Alliance), which housed all major Shia groups in 2005, 
and formed the State of Law Coalition, which featured primarily the Dawa party, of which he was a long-
standing member. Then, during the 2014 elections, the Shia bloc further split and included the State of 
Law Coalition, along with the Sadrist movement (al-Ahrar) and Hakim’s al-Muwatin list. Apart from the 
immediate post-invasion period then, the Shia leaders have not represented a united voice but have 
rather competed against each other for votes.  

The intra-Shia conflict has turned violent at times. In 2008, Maliki launched an operation in cooperation 
with U.S. General David Petreaus to stomp out Shia militias in Basra and southern Iraq. As such, an 
intra-Shia conflict erupted as Maliki sought to fight off the Sadrist trend. Sadr was even forced to seek 
temporary exile in Iran. 

More recently, two phenomena challenge the sectarian-focused narrative of post-2003 Iraq by shifting 
the focus to intra-sect and intra-ethnic problems: the post-2011 protest movement and the struggle over 
the PMF. 

 
33 Fanar Haddad, Sectarianism in Iraq: Antagonistic Visions of Unity (London: Hurst, 2011). 
34 Middle East Eye, “Shia militia leader vows 'revenge for Hussein' in Mosul battle,” 12 October 2016, (accessed 23 May 2017).  
35 Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, "Improved Security Provides Opening for Cooperation: March - April 2017 Survey 
Findings," National Democratic Institution (NDI), forthcoming.  
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First, the protest movement represents the beginnings of a shift from identity-based to issue-based 
politics. In Baghdad and the south of Iraq, Shia citizens have protested against their Shia leaders since 
July 2015.36 In Sulaimania and other parts of the Kurdistan Region, Kurds continue to protest against their 
Kurdish leaders since 2009, when the Goran (Change) emerged as an anti-KDP and PUK movement. These 
protests have highlighted that communal leaders are at times finding it difficult to fully sectarianise 
politics with reference to their own community, i.e. to employ sectarianism to ensure political loyalties. 
More critically, this intra-sect movement erupted despite the threat from IS, which held as much as 
one-third of Iraq’s territory and sought to exploit sectarian tensions. 

In the Baghdad protests, the slogan ‘the terrorist equals the corrupt’ has become common. Many of the 
protestors are less interested in sectarian narratives and more interested in gaining better services and 
representation from the central government. In December 2016, for instance, Shia protestors interrupted 
a meeting in Basra where Maliki was meant to give a talk to influential political and tribal leaders.37 
At other points during protests, demonstrators have chanted ‘Iran, out, out’, again moving away from the 
Shia-centric narrative.38 Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, who returned in 2011 after fleeing, is now looking to 
become a leader of the protest movement, and his discourse is one of ‘we are all Iraqis’. He is now 
pursuing an anti-Iran mandate and working directly against other Shia leaders, primarily Maliki and his 
Iranian-supported allies. Moreover, Sadr is looking to form cross-sect coalitions, as he did when he joined 
forces with secular leader Ayad Allawi and Kurdish leader Masoud Barzani in 2012 to try and oust Maliki 
from the premiership. 

In Sunni areas, too, surveys suggest that the populations are increasingly aggrieved against their own 
leaders, who continued to live in ‘villas’ in Erbil, Amman, or other places in the region, while the 
population suffered under IS rule.39 As such, these protests will no longer only target the central 
government in Baghdad, but may also focus on intra-Sunni contestations and particularly the same Sunni 
elite of political, tribal and clerical leaders who have been unable to provide services or satisfactorily 
represent their constituents since 2003. 

A second major trend highlighting intra-Shia contestations is the emergence of the PMF. Although they 
are often portrayed in the media as a single group – ‘the sectarian Shia militia’ – the PMF is a complex 
umbrella organisation that consists of over 60 paramilitaries.40 More critically, far from being a monolithic 
group, it represents the internal Shia struggle for power. The many factions that make up the PMF can be 
grouped into three subsets, based on allegiances to either Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, Grand 
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, or Muqtada al-Sadr. 

These three factions compete with each other for power and resources and have divergent interests and 
agendas. For instance, they compete for salary payments, with the Khamenei-aligned groups having 
better access to the government’s allocation of funds because they control the PMF commission, which is 
tasked with distributing salaries. The Sadr- and Sistani-aligned groups have complained that they are not 
given a fair share.41 

 
36 Faris Kamal Nadhimi, The Psychology of Protest in Iraq: The Decline of Islamism and the Emergence of National Identity (sikalujiya 
al-ihtijaj fi al-iraq) (Baghdad: Dar Sutour, 2017). 
37 Middle East Online, “Protests Prevent Maliki from Moving in the Most Important City in the South,” (al-ihtijajat tamna' al-maliki 
min al-taharruk fi aham mudun al-janub), 11 December 2016 (accessed 23 May 2017). 
38 Ali Mamouri, “Why Shiites are divided over Iranian role in Iraq,” Al-Monitor, 12 May 2016, (accessed 23 May 2017).  
39 See Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, "Improved Security Provides Opening for Cooperation: March - April 2017 Survey 
Findings," National Democratic Institution (NDI), forthcoming.  
40 Jack Watling, “The Shia Militias of Iraq,” Atlantic, 22 December 2016, (accessed 23 May 2017).  
41 Renad Mansour and Faleh Jabar, “The Popular Mobilization Forces and Iraq’s Future,” Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 28 April 2017, (accessed 23 May 2017).  
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Moreover, the Sistani- and Sadr-inspired groups would like the PMF to become integrated into the Iraqi 
armed forces in the future. However, the Khamenei-backed leaders, such as Maliki, Hadi al-Ameri, and 
Khazali, are seeking to use the paramilitaries for political ambitions. Both Ameri and Khazali have MPs in 
parliament, and the former controls the Ministry of Interior.42 

In sum, the sectarian focus is not the only tool to use when analysing the PMF, a group of predominantly 
Shia militias. Internal Shia contestations are also key (Sadr, for instance, refers to the Maliki-allied militias 
as the Imprudent Militias (al-milishiyat al-waqiha)).43 In future provincial and parliamentary elections, 
these different groups will likely be looking to compete against each other for votes and then in the 
government-formation process. The PMF and its role in the fight against IS will be an important indicator 
of which side comes out on top. 

5.4 Conclusion 
The slow rise of issue-based considerations reflects the constant failure of state building in post-2003 
Iraq. However, it also reveals the limits of identity politics after 2003. Sectarian identities became 
enshrined in the state’s institutions, be that the executive, legislative, or judicial branches of government, 
the security services, the independent commissions, which include the electoral, integrity and human 
rights commission, or the Central Bank. The failures of the state and of identity politics led to the 
emergence of a protest movement, which calls for the end of sectarian-based quotas and for the end of 
corruption, sectarian affiliation notwithstanding. 

Although Shia politicians dominated politics in Baghdad after 2003, Sunnis and Kurds were also part of 
the government at different times. However, beneath the surface, a problem of representation and 
legitimacy persisted. In a post-IS Iraq, then, sectarianism may become less about the marginalisation of 
one community by another (since 2003 mainly Sunnis by Shia) and more about the use of sectarianism by 
certain actors to gain power and try to create loyal constituencies. However, the absence of monolithic 
blocs means that intra-Shia and intra-Sunni rivalries will complicate the seemingly simple sectarian 
narrative.  

Recommendations for the EU  

1. Focus on re-building Iraqi state institutions via the prime minister’s office (PMO), which continues to 
compete with non-state, regional, and international actors. Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi is seeking 
to reach compromises with the plethora of actors that have influence in Iraq, but he requires support 
for economic stabilisation;  

2. Support the demands of Iraqi protestors seeking greater transparency and accountability. Most Iraqis 
now believe that corruption, rather than sectarianism, led to IS. As such, the EU must be wary of 
falling into the international state-building dilemma of supporting leaders who are corrupt. Part of 
this problem includes identifying legitimate leaderships, as difficult as this may be; 

3. Support security sector reform following the battle to liberate Mosul. This process would include 
working to integrate the many non-state security actors, including the pre-dominantly Shia PMF and 
Sunni tribal forces. Integration must come at the individual, not group, level so as to avoid divided 
loyalties between state and paramilitary affiliation; 

 
42 Kirk Sowell, “Abadi and the Militias’ Political Offensive,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 14 May 2015, (accessed 
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4. Promote dialogue between the central government and the provincial councils. For instance, 
Baghdad-KRG relations must be improved to avoid potential violent conflict in the disputed 
territories of northern Iraq and to ensure revenue sharing problems are tackled. Baghdad’s relations 
with other provinces also require strengthening;  

5. Serve as an alternative to the traditional U.S.-Iranian competition in Iraq. Both the U.S. and Iran are 
perceived by Iraqis to be problematic actors that interfere in Baghdad’s domestic affairs. As such, 
there is a space for the EU to support the state re-building process, given that it is a less tarnished 
international actor in the region. 
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6 Governance Failure and Rising Sectarianism in the 
Contemporary Middle East, by Simon Mabon 

Consideration of the nature of sectarian violence requires engagement with broader political contexts. 
To do this, we must consider the concept of the sovereign state, which has been the preoccupation of 
political theorists from Ibn Khaldun44 to Giorgio Agamben.45 Writing 1400 years after Khaldun, Agamben 
would stress that the ‘mystery of politics’ is revealed by considering the interaction of governance, 
religion and structures designed to regulate life and to understand the rise of sectarian violence in the 
Middle East we must understand this ‘mystery of politics’ in the Arab world. 

Lazy analysis reduces contemporary conflict to a consequence of inherently violent sectarian difference, 
ignoring the importance of class, ideology, geography, ethnic and tribal cleavages.46 While sectarianism 
has in recent years manifested itself violently, it is crucial to also understand its political dimensions. 

To this end, whilst speaking in general terms, we must locate sectarian difference within broader political 
contexts, in particular regime–society relations. This paper argues that by considering politics in such a 
way we are able to understand the (intentional) failure of the state’s governance structures, resulting in 
the denial of basic needs across the Middle East, along with the instrumentalised use of religious rhetoric 
as a mechanism of control to ensure regime survival. In this context, we can identify three reasons why 
sectarian politics arises: 

1. The denial of basic needs stemming from institutional failures forces people to turn elsewhere to 
ensure their survival; 

2. The cultivation and institutionalisation of sectarian difference exacerbates these issues, entrenching 
divisions within formal and informal structures; 

3. Within these conditions, ‘sectarian entrepreneurs’ have emerged who area able to capitalise on 
societal tensions, in pursuit of sectarian agendas. 

To better understand the ‘mystery of politics’ we must consider the context within which such processes 
occur. We must also reflect upon the nature of political structures, both formal and informal, which 
restrict the capacity for action. It is within this context that we can understand the rise of sectarian 
violence. The contemporary Arab state has largely attempted to circumvent sectarian difference, which 
has long served as a serious challenge to national identity. In an effort to engage with the reasons for 
rising sectarianism, data from Arab Opinion Indexes, Arab Democracy Indexes and Arab Human 
Development Reports can help trace the evolution of public sentiment with regard to institutional 
structures. In doing this, we are able to show the extent to which institutions have failed along with how 
people locate themselves as part of broader political projects. 

 
44 Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah: Book One of the Kitab al-'Ibar An Introduction to History (Princeton: Princeton University Press 
2005). 
45 Giorgio Agamben, The Kingdom and the Glory (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011). 
46 Christopher Phillips, ‘Sectarianism and conflict in Syria’, Third World Quarterly Vol 36:2 (2015). 
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6.1 The Arab State and the Fragmentation of Governance 
States are inherently exclusionary projects, often defining national identity with reference to narrow 
understandings of ethnicity or religion. This exclusion need not necessarily be violent, but is often 
structural, which results in the emergence of a number of possible areas of sectarian discrimination. 
In spite of this, regimes have often (although not always47) sought to provide political access to members 
of different sects, ensuring some form of communal representation. A number of seemingly democratic 
systems seek to provide all groups within society with access to political structures but this approach 
institutionalises difference within society and can also lead to political stagnation.48 In most other states 
across the Middle East politics is ultimately the struggle for regime survival, with people – citizens, 
migrants and refugees – paying the price. 

To understand the rise of sectarian violence, we must consider the fragmentation of state structures, 
which often force people to turn elsewhere in search of their basic needs.49 As a 2016 Arab Human 
Development report accurately noted, ‘the events of 2011 and their ramifications are the outcome of 
public policies over many decades that gradually led to the exclusion of large sectors of the population 
from economic, political and social life’.50  

Fragmentation and the reduced ability of an institution to exercise its autonomy can occur as a 
consequence of numerous factors, including conflict, change in social and economic structures, change 
in the provision of social goods, and change in the social contract. Such vicissitudes can have a dramatic 
impact on regime capability, but also on societal perceptions and engagement with institutions. The war 
in Syria has resulted in the deaths of around 500 000 people and the displacement of 11 million, both 
internally and externally. In Lebanon 1 in 5 people is a refugee. In Yemen, 10 000 people have died and an 
estimated 22.2 million are in need of humanitarian aid, while in Iraq this figure stands at around 
10 million. The failure to adequately respond to such challenges erodes regime legitimacy, pushing 
people to other groups who seem better equipped to respond to these changing dynamics. 

The region has also experienced rapid demographic change that has placed serious pressure on regimes 
across the region. With population increases of 53 % between 1991 and 201051 regimes were largely 
unable to provide jobs in the public sector whilst also struggling to create vibrant private sectors. 
Projected growth rates suggest that by 2020 it is estimated that there will be over 350 million people 
living in countries ‘vulnerable to conflict’, a number which is expected to double by 2050. Such deep 
structural conditions are exacerbated by the growth of an increasingly vocal middle class,52 making 
serious demands on the state. In Saudi Arabia, the state employs 37 % of the workforce whilst this is 29 % 
in Iraq. There is a low level of support for formal institutions and a widespread lack of confidence in 
legislatures, particularly in its ability to hold the executive to account, to protect liberties, and to treat all 
societal groups equally. By 2015, only 25 % perceived the rule of law to be applied universally. Stemming 

 
47 Notably in the case of the Shia of Saudi Arabia. 
48 The case of Lebanon is a prime example of this.  
49 See Simon Mabon, ‘Sovereignty, bare life and the Arab Uprisings’, Third World Quarterly (2017). 
50 United Nations, Arab Human Development Report 2016: Youth and the Prospects for Human Development in a Changing Reality 
(New York, 2016), p. 17. 
51 International Labour Organization, Rethinking Economic Growth:Towards Productive and Inclusive Arab Societies, p. 47. 
52 In Syria this was 56.5 %, in Egypt 55 % and in Yemen 31.6 %. See: United Nations, Arab Middle Class: Measurement and role in 
driving change (2014).  

http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---arabstates/---ro-beirut/documents/publication/wcms_208346.pdf
https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/publications/files/arab-middle-class-measurement-role-change-english.pdf
https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/publications/files/arab-middle-class-measurement-role-change-english.pdf
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from all of these factors, over 50 % of people had a negative view of the political situation and their 
economic circumstances.53 Such factors had serious repercussions for trust in political structures. 

In 2011, 41 % of people in the region were living ‘in need’ and 53 % of people required financial 
assistance from non-state actors54 (such as families, friends and other groups), as informal networks took 
on an increasingly important role. Again in 2011, 41 % required additional financial support and although 
this dropped to 29 % by 2015, the need for informal support remained. At this time 56 % of people had 
an overly negative view of the economy of their home country. These sentiments were exacerbated by 
endemic corruption, estimated to be in the region of USD 1 trillion in the past 50 years.55 Detrimental 
economic conditions strengthened the claims of those who challenged the status quo and offered 
protection to marginalised communities. 

The regulation of life is a way of exerting control across populations, yet governance and legal structures 
demonstrate another method of exclusion, particularly in the application of Emergency Laws across the 
region. Although ostensibly designed to allow executives to respond quickly in times of crisis, Emergency 
Laws permit ruling elites to enact legislation unequally, often curbing freedoms under the pretext of 
‘security’ and restricting the capacity to act politically. Such laws can also contribute to feelings of 
marginalisation and discrimination and although designed to respond to exceptional situations, these 
exceptions have often become the norm.56 In Egypt, Emergency Law no.162 was written in 1958 and 
remained in power until the end of the Mubarak regime. By 2011 the crowds in Tahrir were vocal in their 
demands for the scrapping of Law no.162, although the Sisi regime re-instated Emergency Laws. 
Moreover, governance and legal structures are often applied to communities rather than individuals, 
solidifying collective identities and enshrining difference within states. 

In this context of exclusion from state structures, identity and faith-based actors can play a prominent 
role. Although a growing number of young people advocate the separation of religion and politics,57 
the existence of sectarian groups who are able to provide certainty amidst chaos are typically seen 
positively, particularly when communities have been subjected to persecution. There are no ‘pathways’ 
to radicalisation or the use of violence generally, but the existence of such conditions – particularly when 
there is fundamental formal and informal discrimination based on religion, race, language, ethnicity or 
gender – creates vulnerability, which facilitates the proliferation of sect-based political movements. 

6.2 The Rise of Sectarian Violence 
As a consequence of endogenous pressures, state structures were unable to adequately respond to the 
needs of their populations, leading to protests and, at times, increased sectarian violence. Exogenous 
factors would also have similar consequences. In Iraq and Libya, the Western military intervention 
resulted in the toppling of established regimes, leaving behind a power vacuum. 

In post-invasion Iraq, Coalition Provisional Authority Order numbers 1 and 2 sought to remove all traces 
of the Ba’ath party, resulting in hundreds of thousands of Sunnis being made redundant, including 
300 000 from the army and roughly 30 000 administrators.58 In Libya, whilst the Gadhafi regime was 
removed, the legacy of the deep state remained, alongside ‘weak, at times absent, state institutions’, 

 
53 See: Arab Center for Research & Policy Studies, Arab Opinion Index, (Doha Institute, 2014) and Arab Center for Research & Policy 
Studies, Arab Opinion Index, (Doha Institute, 2015). 
54 See: Arab Opinion Index 2015, p. 1. 
55 United Nations, 2016 Op. Cit., p. 19.  
56 Particularly in Egypt, Syria and recently Libya.  
57 In 2011 43 % either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “it would be better for my home country if religion were 
separated from politics” and in 2015 this number had risen to 52 %. See Arab Opinion Index 3025, p. 23.  
58 Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 282. 
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which made transition more difficult. Such structural conditions also gave rise to a number of armed 
militias competing for power and attempting to provide security for communal groups.59 

Amidst large-scale protests across the region, the use of sectarian master narratives became an 
increasingly prominent method through which regimes sought to ensure their survival, which, 
exacerbated sectarian difference. This has been particularly the case in Syria, where a civil war was 
increasingly, yet not exclusively,60 being fought along sectarian lines.61 

Similar conditions are also prevalent in Yemen, along with serious concerns about access to natural 
resources amidst the destruction of state infrastructure.62 These conditions are furthered by external 
intervention within the conflict, which has resulted in allegations of human rights abuses by a Saudi-led 
bombing campaign.63 In Bahrain, sectarian master narratives were created as a means of creating 
divisions within opposition groups and society generally, by framing events as a consequence of Iranian 
manipulation.64 Sectarian tensions have long featured in domestic unrest across the island, yet the 
2011 uprisings resulted in the escalation of such tensions. What has become a prominent feature of 
conflict in Syria, Yemen, Bahrain and Iraq is the extent to which external intervention and geopolitical 
agendas65 have driven conflicts, reflecting power relations across the region and the extent to which 
identities have been manipulated for political ends.66 

Structural changes stemming from fragmentation and external penetration have shaped the nature of 
political, legal normative and institutional structures, as endogenous factors are influenced by exogenous 
actors. In Iraq, for instance, the police became ‘controlled not by the MOI (Ministry of Interior) but by ISCI 
(Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq)/Badr67 particularly in Karbala, Diwaniyah, and Nasiriyah’.68 Moreover, 
the evisceration of state infrastructure in post-invasion Iraq left many Sunnis unemployed amidst chaos 
and increasing the target of Shia militias.69 This anti-Sunni violence seemingly took place with either 
impunity or the complicity of Baghdad.70 In this climate of fear with basic needs not met, a number of 
Sunnis from Anbar Province turned to groups such as IS in an effort to protect them from both the 
government in Baghdad and the militias that were targeting Sunnis across the state.71 In early 2017, 
groups that had been fighting with or under the banner of the PMF were integrated into formal state 
structures, into the army.72 

 
59 Libya facing challenging transition, but authorities striving to succeed – UN (25.01.12). 
60 One should be careful with claims such as this, which once again bely the complexity of events on the ground, where wealthy 
Sunni families, Sunni Kurds and Turkmen all support the Assad regime for a range of different reasons. Moreover, that a number 
of prominent military positions are held by Sunnis. What is clear is that Baath regime has used a range of different narratives to 
ensure its survival.  
61 See: The Day After, Syrian opinions and attitudes towards Sectarianism in Syria –Survey Study (22.02.16).  
62 In Yemen, access to water can be a daily struggle (International Committee of the Red Cross, 08.09.16).  
63 Accountability remains crucial for violations and abuses in Yemen (Human Rights Watch, 23.03.17). 
64 See: Toby Matthiesen, Sectarian Gulf: Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the Arab Spring That Wasn’t (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2013).  
65 Simon Mabon, Saudi Arabia and Iran: Soft Power Rivalry in the Middle East (London: I.B. Tauris, 2013). 
66 Ibid. These identities include religious, tribal and ethnic groups. 
67 An Iraqi political party. 
68 U.S. Diplomatic cable released by Wikileaks: "The Street is stronger than Parliament: SADRIST VOWS OPPOSITION TO LTSR", 
January 27 2008, 08BAGHDAD239_a.  
69 Simon Mabon and Stephen Royle, The Origins of ISIS: The Collapse of Nations and Revolution in the Middle East (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2017).   
70 Ibid. pp. 53-75. 
71 Ibid. pp. 53-75 and 99-129. 
72 Alex MacDonald, Controversial Iraqi militias now part of army after parliament vote (Middle East Eye, 26.11.16).  

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=41040&Cr=libya&Cr1=%23.WO-9b1dOLzI
http://tda-sy.org/en/publications/english-sectarianism-in-syria-survey-study.html
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/yemen-access-water-can-be-daily-struggle
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/03/23/accountability-remains-crucial-violations-and-abuses-yemen
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08BAGHDAD239_a.html
http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/iraqs-parliament-legalizes-controversial-pmus-566417926
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Similar issues have also plagued post-Gadhafi Libya, where the Government of National Accord struggled 
to ensure that basic needs were met amidst an array of serious challenges.73 In the struggle against 
violent Islamic extremism, groups such as the Libyan National Army – led by General Khalifa Haftar74 – 
have fed into the fragmentation of social fabric, resulting in the displacement of thousands and 
empowerment of the exclusionary forces of tribalism and ‘ultraconservative salafism’.75 With three 
‘governments’, allied to a range of tribal and religious groups, the political landscape across the state is 
bleak and conditions facing people are dire, amidst reports of ‘slave markets’ and private prisons.76 
The fragmentation of the state deepens schisms within society and results in the strengthening of 
community ties. 

6.3 Recommendations for the EU  
We should not forget that although sectarian identities have a distant origin in theological differences, 
they develop through their capacity to be used for political ends. Within the context of a fragmenting 
state whose capability to fulfil basic responsibilities is diminished, formal structures of power are eroded. 
With this in mind, there are a number of areas that should be addressed. Whilst the state is seen to be the 
protector of human security, in the Arab world it all too often challenges it, in doing so establishing 
‘securitisation’ as the fundamental technique of government. The descent into community identities that 
follows is deeply problematic, shifting rights onto community groups rather than individuals. 

There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to removing the threat posed by extremism or to prevent the rise of 
sectarian violence across the Middle East. There are, however, a number of strategies that should be 
employed by regimes across the region and supported by the EU: 

1. Call for political settlement of conflicts and rebuilding of infrastructure necessary to end 
humanitarian suffering; 

2. Support the rule of law and good governance that preserves civil society and political space; 

3. Support efforts at eradicating corruption; 

4. Shift the focus away from community rights to individual rights; 

5. Recognition of the impact of exogenous factors upon local dynamics and their ensuing ramifications 
for sectarian agendas. 

In following these suggestions, regimes should move away from developing patronage networks along 
sectarian – or other – lines, instead ensuring that the rule of law and rights are applied universally. 
Protecting individual rights and ensuring that basic needs can be met may facilitate greater participation 
in politics. Whilst this will not prevent sectarian entrepreneurs or ideologues opposed to engagement 
with other sects and groups from attempting to organise, it may remove the fertile ground that helps 
sectarian sentiments grow. 

 
73 Frederic Wehrey and Wolfram Lacher, Libya After ISIS: How Trump Can Prevent the Next War (Foreign Affairs, 22.02.17). 
74 With external support from Egypt, the UAE and Russia. 
75 Wehrey and Lacher, Op. Cit. 
76 Emma Graham-Harrison, Migrants from west Africa being ‘sold in Libyan slave markets’ (The Guardian, 10.04.17). 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/libya/2017-02-22/libya-after-isis
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/10/libya-public-slave-auctions-un-migration?CMP=share_btn_tw
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7 Concluding Remarks and Recommendations by Toby 
Matthiesen 

The workshop and the contributions in this paper have shown that while history matters, and the 
narratives that ‘sectarian identity entrepreneurs’ espouse are powerful and resonate with many people, 
it is only in the context of a failure of other ideologies, of state institutions as well as of processes of 
securitisation through sectarianisation and geopolitical rivalries that operate along sectarian lines that 
sectarianism takes on the dangerous relevance that it has attained today.77 An understanding of these 
root causes is key if one wants to develop more effective policy responses. 

A paradox of foreign policy towards the Middle East is that many of the West's long-term allies are 
actually drivers of sectarian conflict. Unfortunately, perceived national interests, such as arms exports, 
financial flows, diplomatic or military alliances of particular EU member states or of the United States and 
others, have often made it difficult to convince governments to adopt mid- to long-term strategies 
countering the root causes of sectarianism, and discourage state sponsors from using sectarianism as a 
ruling strategy or a foreign policy tool. This dilemma is now particularly acute for Europe, which faces the 
fallouts of the conflict in Syria and neighbouring countries much stronger than other regions in the 
world, notably the United States. The large influx of migrants from regions of the world where Sunni-Shia 
conflict is salient, has affected pre-existing communities from these and other countries in Europe. 
The sectarian conflicts in the Middle East and South Asia, in particular in Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, have led to sectarian polarisation amongst Muslims in Europe, a problem that was mentioned in 
the Q&A session of the workshop. In particular since 2011 and with the deterioration of the situation in 
Iraq and Syria, conflicts have at times emerged between Sunni and Shia communities in Europe. 
The situation in the Middle East thus has a direct impact on Europe.78 

The EU is therefore forced to try to develop sustainable policies dealing with the situation in the Middle 
East. This is of particular relevance for EU foreign policy, given that the EU has been at the forefront of the 
nuclear negotiations with Iran, while at the same time continuing long-standing alliances with the Gulf 
States. As both the Gulf States and Iran are the key drivers of sectarian conflict, this issue clearly deserves 
more attention. Given that the UK has been one of the Gulf states’ main ally in the EU (together with 
France), Brexit might actually constitute a possibility for a more independent EU position vis-à-vis the 
conflicts in the Middle East and the role of the Gulf states in particular. This also applies to intra-Gulf 
Cooperation Council conflicts. 

 
77 For an elaboration of the notion of the sectarian identity entrepreneur see Toby Matthiesen, "Sectarian Identity Entrepreneurs", 
Maydan, November 17, 2016. 
78 It became a particular problem in the UK as well as in Scandinavia: J. Elgot, "Shia and Sunni tensions in Syria threaten to split 
British Muslim community", The Huffington Post, 2013; Marius Linge, "Sunnite-Shiite Polemics in Norway" FLEKS-Scandinavian 
Journal of Intercultural Theory and Practice 3.1 (2016). 
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Some of the recommendations that the experts would urge governments and/or the EU to embrace are:  

• Encourage a direct and constructive dialogue between Saudi Arabia and Iran. This could perhaps be 
done by supporting track two diplomacy initiatives that bring together participants from both 
countries to discuss matters of common concern, such as economy, some regional issues, or 
environmental issues.79 While this idea has been embraced by some EU member states80, the current 
political environment in the Middle East and the polarisation at the global level present severe 
obstacles to such initiatives; 

• In the context of this report, such dialogue initiatives should eventually encourage both sides to stop 
using and sponsoring sectarian hate speech, political movements and armed proxies in countries 
such as Iraq and Syria. Closing sectarian TV channels and criminalising sectarian hate speech should 
be a priority;81 

• An emphasis on the rule of law, the eradication of corruption and an emphasis on individual rights 
rather than collective or community rights. An approach that saw the Middle East as made up of 
communities and 'minorities' and sought to enshrine political systems based on communal rights 
during the colonial period (and again in post-invasion Iraq) has institutionalised sectarian difference, 
rather than help overcome it; 

• Focus on re-building Iraqi state institutions via legitimate channels; 

• Support security sector reform in Iraq, including the regularisation of Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) and Sunni tribal forces and their integration as individuals rather than as groups or militias into 
the state apparatus; 

• Prepare for eventual truth and reconciliation activities/commissions in Syria; 

• Support Syrian and other refugees, both in Europe and in the region, in particular in neighbouring 
countries such as Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey, to prevent radicalisation and the further 
entrenchment of sectarian hatred amongst a new generation of Syrians; 

• The Syrian crisis continues to serve as the most serious arena for sectarian violence and incubator of 
sectarian hatred across the region. However difficult, ‘solving’ the Syrian crisis must be a priority. 
For the impact of sectarian violence in Syria on countries in the Middle East, Central and South Asia 
will be felt for a long time to come. After the end of the Syrian crisis, militants may return and 
destabilise their home countries. 

 
79 Some such gatherings have already been taking place in different European cities and are organised by the EastWest Institute. 
Further information, including reports, is available here: https://www.eastwest.ngo/idea/know-your-enemy-iranian-and-saudi-
perspectives-isil and http://carpo-bonn.org/en/dialogformat-iran-saudi-arabien.  
80 Bundestag: Saudi Arabia/Iran. 
81 Kuwait is one of the few countries that has, to a certain extent, criminalised sectarian hate speech. While in principle a positive 
development, it is coupled with and coincides with severe restrictions on free speech, and some people, who have been 
sentenced in particular for Twitter posts, have been judged both because of their criticism of the Emir and of a particular 
religious group. See, for example, Human Rights Watch: ‘A troubling trend in Kuwait: punishment for offending the emir on Twitter’ 
(16 July 2013). 

https://www.eastwest.ngo/idea/know-your-enemy-iranian-and-saudi-perspectives-isil
https://www.eastwest.ngo/idea/know-your-enemy-iranian-and-saudi-perspectives-isil
http://carpo-bonn.org/en/dialogformat-iran-saudi-arabien
https://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/EN/Artikel/2016/01_en/2016-01-05-konflikt-saudi-arabien-iran_en.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2013/07/16/troubling-trend-kuwait-punishment-offending-emir-twitter
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