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Map 1: Religions in the Middle East 
 

 
Source: The Gulf/2000 Project, SIPA/Columbia University, 2006. Copyright M. 
Izady.3 
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Table 1: Shia Demographics (the Middle East)1 
 
Country Total population Shia population Shia of total (%) 

Iran 68.7 million 61.8 million 90% 

Iraq 26.8 million 17.4 million 65% 

Saudi Arabia 27.0 million 2.7 million 10% 

Lebanon 3.9 million 1.7 million 45% 

Kuwait 2.4 million 730,000 30% 

Bahrain 700,000 520,000 75% 

Syria 18.9 million 190,000 (+2.8 million)2 1% (+15%) 

The United 
Arab Emirates 2.6 million 160,000 6% 

Qatar 890,000 140,000 16% 

Source: Nasr: ‘When the Shiites Rise’. 

                                                 
1 Nasr’s definition of ‘Shia’ includes Twelver Shiites and excludes Alawis, Alevis, Isma’ilis, and Zaidis, 
among others. Percentages are estimated. There are also large Shia populations outside the Middle 
East, the largest being: Pakistan (33.2 million, 20%), India (11 million, 1%), Azerbaijan (6 million, 75%) 
and Afghanistan (5.9 million, 19%). Nasr draws his figures from numerous scholarly references and 
from governments and NGOs in both the Middle East and the West. 
2 Despite Nasr’s decision to exclude the Alawis from the figures, they are usually counted as Shias. 
They are estimated to constitute 11-12% of the population of Syria. In addition, there are also Druze 
and Isma’ilis in Syria. Leverett, Flynt: Inheriting Syria: Bashar’s Trial by Fire. Washington D.C. 
Brookings Institution Press. 2005, p. 2. In addition, refugee flows from Iraq to Syria during recent years 
have increased the share of the Twelver Shia but there are no statistics available on these numbers. 



 4

INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this study is to enhance understanding of the new geopolitical 
situation currently unfolding in Middle Eastern politics that has emerged since the 
onset of the United States-led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. The paper focuses on 
the notions of the Sunni-Shia divide and the Rise of the Shia.4 
 
In this study it is argued that the present dynamics of the regional-level Sunni-Shia 
divide are reinforced and catalysed by both geopolitical considerations and the 
national security interests of states. History and identity alone are not sufficient to 
explain the logics of the divide at the regional level. The study seeks to explain how 
and why geo- and power politics reinforce the present-day sectarian divide in the 
Middle East. It also suggests that the divide has the potential to become an era-
defining feature of the post-Saddam Middle East in the way pan-Arabism and pan-
Islam have defined the past decades of the region. 
 
The study takes as its point of departure the division of Middle Eastern politics into 
two levels of analysis: the domestic level and the regional level. Different kinds of 
geopolitical readjustments and power balancing take place at the two levels, on 
which different fault lines can be identified. The analysis in this study is concentrated 
on the regional level, where the sectarian dynamic or rhetoric is not yet as apparent 
as at the domestic level (in some states), where sectarian struggles have brought 
two states, namely Iraq and Lebanon, almost to breaking point. 
 
The first two chapters try to identify how and why sectarian considerations have 
appeared at the regional level and which theoretical or philosophical approach of 
International Relations can best explain these events. 
 
At the domestic level the fault line has been and will in most cases be drawn 
between the ‘rulers’ (the Sunni) and the ‘ruled/oppressed’ (the Shia).5 Sectarian 
divisions appear in different forms in different states, but there are some common 
elements: In states ruled by Sunnis, the Shia have often been regarded as heretics, 
enemies of the state ideology and/or a threat to internal stability. Due to the fact that 
in most Arab states the Shia are a minority, the division at the domestic level 
manifests itself most visibly as a conflict of power between the majority and the 
minority. 
 
The Shia have practically always been the oppressed in Islam and, partly for this 
reason, are usually perceived as the more politicized of the two strands. This makes 
them a potential threat in the new geopolitical situation in the eyes of the Sunni Arab 
regimes in those countries that have a Shia population, either a minority (Lebanon, 
Saudi Arabia, most small Gulf states, Yemen and to some extent Jordan6) or a 
majority (Bahrain and Iraq).7 To what extent this tendency will become reinforced in 
the near future remains to be seen. The developments in Iraq, but also the regional 
status and external policies of Iran, will to a large extent determine the future of 
Shia-Sunni relations inside Middle Eastern states. 
 
At the regional level the Sunni-ruled Arab states, and Saudi Arabia in particular, are 
increasingly challenged by Iran in the race for regional power. A region that has 
traditionally been ruled by Baghdad, Damascus and Cairo sees its fate falling into 
the hands of Washington, Tel Aviv and Tehran. Having to choose between the 
United States, the current regional hegemon, and Iran, the ‘Shi’i challenger’, the 
Sunni Arab states prefer the former. Sunni-led Arab states are also discovering that 
their security interests increasingly converge with those of Israel. Iran seeks to 
reduce the tensions between the Muslim countries in the region, but its recent 
behaviour concerning its nuclear programme, its increasing influence in Iraq and the 
2006 war in Lebanon have been disadvantageous in this regard. 
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Concentrating only on the consequences of the historical rift in its current setting 
and on problem-solving leads to adopting a normative stance on the issue. 
Therefore, the study seeks to find out how the current fault lines in the region are 
explained by experts and only then proceeds to further questions, such as if ‘the 
Sunni-Shia divide’ and the ‘rise of the Shia’ at the state level are, in reality, 
equivalent to the geopolitical rise of Iran. 
 
Explanations of and perspectives to the Sunni-Shia divide tend to reflect either the 
Constructivist, Neoconservative or Neorealist school of thinking in International 
Relations. These three are therefore applied in the study as the ‘main narratives’ of 
understanding the present regional changes, and the explanatory power of each is 
examined correspondingly. 
 
Historians often argue that the present divisions between the Shia and the Sunnis in 
Iraq and beyond are still based on an ancient hatred that resurfaced after the fall of 
Saddam Hussein’s regime when the country’s Shia gained power. Many others, 
scholars as well as political leaders, stress the significance of Iran and its ‘Shia 
power’: threatening the current status quo in regional politics by seeking to build a 
radical Shia alliance and dominate the region. These experts point, either in a 
Constructivist or a Neoconservatist vein, to the transnational Shia identity, the close 
connections between Iran’s and Iraq’s Shia, to the revolutionary nature of the Iranian 
theocratic Shia state and Iran’s notorious nuclear programme, interpreting them as 
warning signs to the region’s Sunni governments of the rise of ‘a Shia full moon’.8 
Present-day political motivations and geopolitics should not be ignored either in the 
analysis of what is said and written about the post-Saddam Sunni-Shia divide. 
According to Neorealist explanations, the sectarianization of regional politics in the 
post-Saddam Middle East is a product of the readjustments of power relations that 
are now taking place inside Iraq and in relation to Iran as a consequence of the new 
geopolitical situation. The sectarian discord, which seems to be growing at the level 
of regional politics, is thus seen as a by-product of regional-level power balancing. 
 
The third chapter of the study examines in more detail the formation of a regional, 
United States-led anti-Iranian ‘alliance’ and the motivations and objectives behind it. 
The possible implications of this alliance, if it were to develop further, for the 
sectarianization of the Middle East and for regional stability are also charted. It is in 
the interests of the United States (and Israel) to present the Middle East as 
undergoing a Shia Revival and as being threatened by a rising Iran in order to gain 
political support from the Sunni states in the region for the containment of Iran and 
its ambitions. At the same time, for various external and internal reasons, Saudi 
Arabia and other Sunni-led states have begun a subtle rapprochement towards 
Israel and have been engaged in incorporating sectarian rhetoric in their foreign 
policy discourse. 
 
The main reasons for the Sunni states to reinforce their sectarian (state) identity are, 
first of all, the state elites’ fears about Iran’s regional power ambitions and, secondly, 
anxiety about possible increased calls for influence for their Shia populations. In the 
long term, this power game can possibly lead to a regional system divided into two 
spheres: the Shia and the Sunni – led by Iran and Saudi Arabia respectively. If this 
is the case, the United States and its Sunni allies will benefit from this regional 
dichotomy in many ways in the short term. In the long term, a sectarian divide is not 
beneficial for regional stability and should thus not be a desirable development for 
any Western actor. 
 
The sectarian divide in Islam has the potential to become an era-defining feature of 
the post-Saddam Middle East, in the same way that pan-Arabism and pan-Islam9 
did in the 20th century. Due to the weakness (of legitimacy) of political leaderships in 



 6

many Arab states and their lack of ability to create and maintain (nation-)state or 
collective identities, sectarian identity, along with other identities such as tribal and 
religious ones, will have increasing importance in politics inside the most fragile of 
these states. 
 
                                                 
1 Nasr, Vali: ‘When the Shiites Rise’. 2006, Vol. 85, Number 4, pp. 58-74. 
2 Rubin, Michael: ‘Iran Against the Arabs’. The Wall Street Journal. 19 July 2006. Michael Rubin has 
applied the original proverb to the context of the Second Lebanon War in 2006 where the Sunni Arab 
states, forced to make a choice between the Jews and the Shias, chose to treat the Jews, ‘the usual 
strangers’, as the cousins and the Shias as the strangers. 
3 Permission for use given by G. Sick/G2K. 
4 The most correct form of transliteration for the word Shia would be Shī‘a, but due to technical reasons, 
the form Shia is used. 
5 There are no accurate statistics available on the proportion of Shia Muslims in the populations of Arab 
states. This ‘sensitivity’ with regard to sectarian identity is another indicator of the (power) political 
nature of the divide in the region. Most estimates put the Shia proportion at around 15% of all Muslims. 
For country-specific statistics, see Table 1. 
6 Pakistan is also a clear example although not included in this study due to the fact that the region in 
focus is the Middle East. 
7 Shias also constitute a demographic majority in Iran and Azerbaijan. 
8 See for example Black, Ian: ‘Fear of a Shia Full Moon’. The Guardian. 26 January 2007. 
9 I.e. Islam as a state identity. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE REGIONAL SHIA-SUNNI DIVIDE IN THE POST-
SADDAM ERA 
 
In the post-Saddam Middle East10, the security environment of the Persian Gulf area 
has undergone a profound change. This has repercussions for the entire Middle 
East. The disappearance of a Sunni-dominated, strong Iraq has shattered the power 
balance between that country, Iran and Saudi Arabia and seems to have tipped the 
scale in favour of Iran. The region’s powerful Sunni states are now realigning 
themselves in order to deal with a perceived Iranian challenge. Among the first signs 
of this were the formation of the Arab Quartet and the relaunch of the Arab League 
peace initiative of 2002 in early 2007 and the Annapolis peace conference later the 
same year.11 
 
The removal of Saddam Hussein and the Ba’th regime shook the power balance not 
only at the regional level but, apparently, at the domestic level. In Iraq, the Shia’s 
rise to power put an end to the age-old power balance between the ‘minority’ and 
the ‘majority’ in a region that has seen only a few exceptions to Sunni rule in its 
history. 
 
The political realignment along sectarian lines applies not only to Iraq but potentially, 
in the future, to all states in the Middle East with a considerable Shia minority or an 
oppressed Shia majority. In addition, similar redefinitions are said to be taking place 
at various levels of politics – domestic, regional and (semi-)international. The 
elimination of the Taliban and Ba’th regimes, the consequent fragmentation of Iraq 
and the ‘rise of Iran’, together with several foreign policy failures of the United States 
with regard to the Middle East, have served as catalysts for declarations about the 
emergence of a division in the region along sectarian lines, such as the one made 
by Asher Susser: 
 

“In this new regional order, primordial identities play decisive roles not only in 
domestic politics but in inter-state relations as well. The dominant fault line between 
Middle Eastern states is no longer monarchies versus republics or pro-American 
governments versus pro-Soviet ones, but the Sunni-Shi‘i divide. Likewise, fears of 
domestic subversion among Sunni Muslim ruling elites are no longer focused on 
threatening ideological currents – communist, socialist, nationalist or otherwise – but 
rather on Iran's support of its fellow Shiite communities, which constitute significant 
and problematic minorities in the Gulf states and Saudi Arabia…”12 

 
According to Susser, the Sunni Arab elites’ secular nationalist project has failed and 
Iran is now seeking to fill the void. This argument is most tangible in the case of Iraq, 
but Susser also foresees in the rise of Iran, and in that of the Shia, an existential 
threat to the entire state order of the Middle East. He goes as far as to suggest that: 
 

“[t]he ‘Arab world’ is an evermore watery concept, in political terms, the Arab state 
system is in disarray and confident and ambitious Shiite Iran is intent on filling the 
resulting vacuum. Secular nationalism, Arab and territorial, is increasingly on the 
defensive, if not on the wane. […] The formation of the League of Arab States […] 
clearly represented Sunni Arab dominance in the Middle East, and marked a 
continuity with the older, Sunni Ottoman-dominated social and political order. Much 
of this is now in tatters: Arab nationalism is a spent force, and the existing state 
order and Sunni supremacy are both under serious threat.”13 

 
It may still be too precipitate to predict the end of the state order in the Arab world, 
however. Nationalism – excluding to a certain extent the pan-Arabist form of it – 
continues to exist to a large extent in practically all Arab states. Nevertheless, there 
are visible signs that the one-and-a-half-millennia-old regional Sunni Arab 
supremacy is increasingly giving in to the interests of non-Arab powers: the United 



 8

States, Israel and Iran. Even Turkey has recently begun showing interest in 
‘returning’ to the Middle East and is becoming (again) an increasingly important 
player in the region.14 Nevertheless, the intensity of the post-Saddam Shia-Sunni rift, 
which seems to be currently unfolding, and its significance for the Middle East state 
order/system remains to be seen.15 
 
Still, it is argued further on in this paper that the realignments among states and 
certain powerful non-state actors according to already visible sectarian lines are 
likely to become clearer and more significant in (regional) Middle East politics in the 
short and medium term. 
 
The fragmentation of Iraq is believed to be resurfacing in different ways inside 
Middle Eastern states, but there are common problems related to it which all Arab 
states will potentially have to deal with: In states ruled by Sunni leaders, the Shias 
are often seen as an enemy of the state (ideology) and a threat to internal stability. 
Thus, inside such states as Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and even Kuwait, the 
division is likely to manifest itself most visibly as a conflict between the ‘rulers’ and 
the ‘oppressed’. Some recent examples of this have been seen in Lebanon. The 
future of Shia-Sunni relations inside Middle Eastern states will be largely determined 
by developments in Iraq, but also by Iran’s and the United States’ policies in the 
region. The United States, the regional hegemon, is already playing a central role in 
forging a sectarian divide among and inside states – both intentionally and 
unintentionally. In the following, the events that led to the re-emergence of the 
current sectarian rift at the regional level are examined. 
 
 
1.1 The Modern-Day Sectarian Rift 
 
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria and, to a lesser extent, Jordan, Egypt 
and the small Gulf Arab monarchies now seem to be sliding into a Sunni-Shia 
conflict that has re-emerged during the last few decades and years in an 
unprecedented manner, but which has millennia-long roots. How and why did this 
happen? 
 
Many trace the source of the current sectarian strife right back to the birth of Islam 
and to the ‘major schism’. The separation of the Shia from mainstream Islam was, 
initially, a political question and only later became a question of faith.16 At first, the 
Sunni and the Shia communities were split fundamentally for political reasons and 
the divide was aggravated later, through centuries of warfare and fighting and by 
Sunni oppression of the Shia. The fact that the Shias have almost always been the 
oppressed and on the periphery of power in the Middle East is an important factor in 
the relationship between the two branches of Islam, which dates back to the first 
decades of the religion and has prevailed throughout history with few exceptions. In 
spite and because of their history of suffering, a typical characteristic of Shiism is the 
idea of (re)gaining power. Shiism was born as a party in a power struggle and it has 
never lost this original character. 17  From a historical perspective, it therefore 
appears that the removal of Saddam Hussein has finally allowed the Shia, after 
several centuries, to get back at the Sunnis. 
 
What is crucial to understanding the modern sectarian identities, according to Vali 
Nasr, is that they are not about what happened in the first century of Islam, but that 
they have been shaped in the modern era according to the rule that being Sunni or 
Shia defined “who has and who has not, who sits at the table and who does not”. 
Nasr argues that Arab nationalism displays an inherent bias against the Shia and 
that the ‘sectarian card’ is usually played by the Sunnis, not the Shias. The Shia 
have always “wanted to belong”, but they have nearly always been excluded from 
power.18 However, it is important to stress that although history alone does not 



 9

explain modern-day politics, nor even identities in the Middle Eastern Muslim states, 
it has to be taken into account because of modern-day references to the past that 
have considerable symbolic importance in the collective memory of different 
sectarian groups.19 
 
For most of the 20th century, Shia-Sunni relations were characterized by a relatively 
peaceful coexistence in the Middle East. According to Nasr, for most of the century 
there was a common threat to Islam from secularism in the form of imperialism, 
which led to a period of Sunni-Shia harmony in the region. The Shias and the 
Sunnis also fought together against British colonial rule in Iraq in 1920 and aligned 
themselves against Israel after 1948.20 However, Yitzhak Nakash has pointed out 
that, for example, despite their embrace of Arab and Iraqi nationalism, the Shias of 
Iraq continued to be greeted with suspicion by the Sunni leaders.21 
 
The end of the century was different and, according to experts, it was marked by 
several clash points between the two ‘sects’. A few major developments are said to 
have contributed to the re-emergence of the sectarian divide in the 21st century. 
Among them are: the Iranian Revolution in 1979, the Iran-Iraq War in 1980-1988, 
Saddam Hussein’s rule of Iraq, particularly in the 1990s, and finally the US-led 
invasion of Iraq in 2003.22 Dror Ze`evi also factors in the demographic aspect.23 
 
Arab states have been concerned since 1979 – if not always – about Iran becoming 
a regional power.24 It was precisely the Iranian Revolution that emboldened the 
Shias in the Middle East, and especially in Lebanon, and that reinforced a trend of 
activism which continues today.25 This is why Hizbollah, for example, was founded – 
as a result of Iran’s geostrategic considerations – and it has been supported both 
militarily and financially by Iran ever since.26 Another example is the way in which 
Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khomeini, would portray himself as the spiritual 
leader of the entire Muslim World, not only of the Shia. He appealed to the Arab 
Sunni street in the same way that Hizbollah’s current leader, Hassan Nasrallah, did 
after the Second Lebanon War in 2006. This led Sunni leaders in Saudi Arabia and 
elsewhere in the early 1980s to emphasize the sectarian and ethnic divide by 
employing tougher anti-Shia discourse. Saudi Arabia also began investing in 
fundamentalist movements, which contributed to the growth and proliferation of 
radical Salafi Islamist movements27 – including that of al-Qaida – who later turned 
against Saudi Arabia, the West and their old enemy, the Shia.28 
 
 
1.2 The War in Iraq: Tipping the Regional Scale 
 
The fall of the Ba’th regime in Iraq “enabled the Shia to emerge as a powerful 
political force in the Arab world”. 29  The war was indeed the origin of a new 
dimension of power balancing, namely that between the Shias and the Sunnis, in 
the Middle East. The imbalance had always existed beneath the surface but it had 
long gone unnoticed by Western observers and policymakers. 
 
Indeed, in recent years, many have asked what happened to the Iraqi nation – if it 
ever existed. How was Iraqi nationalism so rapidly replaced by sectarianism? 
According to Chris Toensing, “[p]ostmonarchy Iraq, indeed, offers the clearest 
examples of state sectarianism masquerading as secular, even progressive, Arab 
nationalism”.30 This was the case in Iraq under the Ba’th party rule and even before 
it. As a study carried out by the Hudson Institute showed, a bad account on human 
rights tends to correlate with religious intolerance.31 There is no doubt that although 
Saddam Hussein’s circle of privileged ones did not reflect so much sectarian but 
rather tribal considerations and those of loyalty, this was the case in Iraq as well with 
regard to the Shia. 
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The Iran-Iraq War was portrayed by Saddam Hussein as an essentially anti-Persian, 
not anti-Shia conflict.32 During the eight-year war, instead of using sectarian rhetoric, 
Saddam applied ethnic discourse in his open contempt of the Persians and used 
Arab Nationalist rhetoric in order to gain the Sunni Arab world’s support and also to 
keep the Iraqi Shias loyal to Iraq. Iraqi Shias, however, were implicitly included on 
the side of the enemy and treated by Saddam as potential traitors. 33 As a result, the 
war not only affected the relations between Iran and the Arab world, but also 
sectarian relations inside Iraq. 
 
During the Iraq-Iran War and especially after the Gulf War in 1991, a shift took place 
in Saddam Hussein’s rule, which was characterized by a move in image and rhetoric 
from Arab nationalist towards Islamic nationalist. 34  35  Simultaneously, and 
contradictorily, the 1990s in Iraq were characterized by harsh anti-Shia and anti-
Kurd policies. The catalyst for these policies were the popular uprisings in Northern 
and Southern Iraq, which were encouraged by the United States after it had 
successfully ousted the Iraqi army from Kuwait. The uprisings in the Southern Shia 
areas were brutally quashed by the army and were followed by systematic mass 
killings and by targeting individual Iraqi Shia clerics; these occurred, it is estimated, 
in a far larger scale than in the 1980s.The persecutions were felt mostly in the Shia-
majority Southern Iraq because the US had established safe havens only in the 
Kurdish areas, and they continued with varying intensity until the Second Gulf War.36 
 
Finally, the United States-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 removed the Sunni Ba’th 
regime and brought the Shia majority into power, although nominally the 
government is based on a power-sharing agreement. No large-scale plan for post-
war arrangements in power relations was made by the US and many fundamental 
aspects developed contrary to expectations: the Shia turned out to be unwilling to 
form a strictly opposite power pole to Iran and the Sunnis weren’t content with their 
new role as the underprivileged minority. In addition, Iran found itself in an 
unprecedentedly powerful regional position which, paradoxically, is said to be 
constantly enhanced by overestimations to this effect in the United States. 
 
The end of Saddam Hussein’s era also brought to an end three decades of his 
adaptation of Iraq’s Ba’th party nationalism. The country today seems to be 
comprised of ‘tribes without flags’.37 Al-Qaida and similar groups have intentionally 
sought to pit the Sunni against the Shia38, and people who seek security amongst 
the sectarian fighting have been forced to pick sides. Most experts refer to the 
bombing of the al-Askari Mosque as the turning point which marked a significant 
increase in sectarian divisions and hostilities in the country.39 Nasr, in turn, has 
reported that the rest of Saddam’s Iraq in 2003 was actually a sectarian Iraq.40 This 
holds true in the sense that when the United States believed they were liberating 
Iraq, in reality they liberated Iraq’s Shias, a fact which soon became evident. The 
failed Iraqi ideologies – state and Arab nationalist – were replaced by ethnic and 
fragmented sectarian and tribal identities. The divisions in Iraq, according to Nasr, 
are caused by a religious identity which works as an ethnic identity.41 Indeed a 
division along sectarian lines – and inside and across these lines – is already 
perceptible in many regions, cities and places. Sectarian violence in Baghdad has 
forged a new pattern made up of parts of the capital that are only populated by one 
‘sect’ – a pattern which is repeated in various other formerly ‘mixed’ cities.42 
 
Historians are fond of reminding us that there was no such thing as the Iraqi people: 
Great Britain and France shaped Iraq out of the remnants of the Ottoman Empire 
and created an artificial nation state that comprises three ethnic and religious groups: 
the Kurds in the north, the Sunnis in the centre and the Shia in the south. Phebe 
Marr describes this non-existence of an Iraqi nation thus: 
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“The state of Iraq has existed only since 1920, when it was carved from the former 
provinces of the Ottoman Empire and created under [the] British aegis as a mandate. 
[…] If one can speak of an Iraqi state, it is not yet possible to speak of an Iraqi nation. 
Iraq's present borders incorporate a diverse medley of peoples who have not yet 
been welded into a single political community with a common sense of identity.”43 

 
Gregory Gause made an important point about the Iraqi national identity by arguing 
that if Iraqi Arabs think they are a country, one people and one state, they indeed 
are.44 This is the case in modern-day Iraq as well: no Arab political party or leader 
has called for a partition of the country. In the autumn of 2007, several messages 
voiced by major Iraqi political forces and parties declared that they oppose the (US) 
plan to divide Iraq.45 Although the Supreme Islamic Iraqi Council, SIIC, (formerly 
SCIRI) has proposed a nine-province regional government in the south and centre 
of Iraq, SIIC’s leader, Abdul Aziz al-Hakim, has declared it is not pursuing an actual 
partition of the country.46 47 The Shia leader Muqtada al-Sadr’s movement is equally 
against partition. No Sunni party has pushed for nor wants partition, and neither do 
the Sunni insurgents.48 Gause concludes that both the Sunni and the Shia groups in 
Iraq want Iraq, not (a Sunni) Anbar and (a Shia) Islamic Republic in the provinces of 
Basra and Najaf. 
 
Toensing has also rightly argued that Iraq’s post-Saddam sectarian conflict is a 
product of contemporary history and, most importantly, of the events after the US 
occupation of the country.49 Still, the debate in the West tends to replicate the 
dichotomously perceived sectarian divisions – although decreasingly so – and 
policymakers continue to pose the question of how to divide Iraq; by partition, ‘soft 
partition’ or ‘loose federalism’. Here, in a very tangible way, local and regional 
sectarian identities are reproduced extraregionally. 
 
 
1.3 The War in Lebanon: The Wake-Up Call for the Sunni States 
 
In many respects, the Second Lebanon War in 2006 has proved to be a decisive 
event in the emergence of the current regional Shia-Sunni tensions. The war was 
seen, both in the region and outside it, as a wake-up call and a warning of major 
sectarian clashes to come. In fact, Lebanon itself is, much like the war itself, a 
microcosm of the Shia-Sunni divide that is currently intensifying in the entire region. 
Without a doubt, in former times just as much as today, Lebanon has been the 
battleground when it comes to major and minor power interests in the region, the 
place where power politics and sectarianism in the Middle East most manifestly 
converge – apart from Iraq, of course. 
 
According to Gary Sick, Hizbollah’s fight against Israel was perceived in the region 
and outside it as an extension of Iranian power and its influence in the region, and 
even as an indirect battle between Iran and the United States.50 51 As a result of the 
war, the Shia-Sunni divide has surfaced both in Lebanon and, partly because of it, 
increasingly also across the Middle East. Susser saw the 2006 war as a battle 
between two non-Arab regional powers: 
 

“[I]t was not, in the main, an Arab-Israeli war at all, but rather the first encounter 
between two non-Arab regional powers – Israel and Iran. The Arab states, apart 
from Syria, were mere bystanders. Indeed, some of them were actually rooting for 
Israel to trounce Hizballah, Iran’s Lebanese proxy, far more decisively than Israel 
actually did. Israel’s failure to rebuff, or even seriously damage the Iranian-Shi’ite 
thrust that had penetrated the very core of the Arab East (Mashriq) was thus a 
setback for Sunni Arab regimes as well.”52 
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Inside Lebanon, the divisions run deep and the fault lines of foreign intervention are 
clear. The strongest tensions are manifest between Hizbollah with its allies under 
the March 8 alliance title and the Lebanese anti-Syrian factions under the March 14 
alliance title. The former are openly backed by Iran and Syria53 and the latter by the 
United States, the Sunni-ruled Arab states and the European Union. According to 
Eyal Zisser, the struggle between the Christian Maronites and the Muslims of the 
past has been replaced – partly as a consequence of the relative and absolute 
growth of the Shia population – by the struggle between the Shia community and the 
“rest”, who are now united in response to what they perceive as the ‘rise of the Shia’ 
in Lebanon.54 Domestic sectarian tensions began to emerge in the months before 
and after the 2006 war and have escalated to date in two occasions. The first one 
was during a Hizbollah-organized sit-in, which was directed against the Lebanese 
government in January 2007, when four people were killed after clashes between 
students.55 The clashes took place in the aftermath of Saddam Hussein’s execution, 
which was seen by the Sunnis across the region as a sectarian act of revenge by 
the Shia.56 The more recent and worse explosion of violence took place in the end of 
January 2008 during opposition street protests over electricity rationing. This time 
several people were shot dead.57 Although a new war is not in the interests of any 
party in Lebanon, the struggle for power will remain as a central topic in domestic 
politics and, consequently, sectarian tensions as well. 
 
As far as foreign actors are concerned, the United States and its allies, both 
international and in the region, are now determined to prevent (what they perceive 
as) the domination of Lebanon by Syria and Iran, even if they cannot gain victory for 
their Lebanese allies.58 For Saudi Arabia, Syria’s alliance with Iran has become a 
problem. Stopping Syria from regaining influence over Lebanon, mainly in the form 
of Hizbollah, has become the main objective of Saudi, US and French policy in the 
country. Iran, on the other hand, felt its power position grow after the Hizbollah-
claimed victory in the war. According to Nasr, Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia – 
Iran’s traditional rivals in the region – were not just weakened by the war; they were 
also uninfluential in the course of it and in brokering a cease-fire.59 This was a 
powerful sign to all actors involved. 
 
Currently, many claim that Hizbollah is in decline politically due to the fact that the 
sectarian divide is now being taken increasingly into account all around the Middle 
East.60 After the 2006 war, and especially with anti-Shia sentiments rising among 
the Sunni Arabs in the region, the Hizbollah leadership has indeed worked hard to 
keep the political dispute inside Lebanon from turning into an even clearer sectarian 
one. 61  Hizbollah’s Deputy Secretary-General Sheikh Naim Qasim said in an 
interview in August 2007 that the conditions for sectarian strife exist because "there 
are those who use sectarian language day and night to stir sectarian sentiment, and 
we know that the Americans are pioneers of 'constructive chaos' of which sectarian 
strife is one form." However he held that this will not materialize because "there is a 
strong will on Hizbullah's part, and on the part of the Lebanese opposition in general, 
to prevent strife among the Lebanese. We engage in counter-mobilisation.” 62 
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11 See for example Maddy-Weitzman, Bruce: An Arab Quartet? Tel Aviv Notes. The Moshe Dayan 
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CHAPTER 2: EXPLAINING THE RISE OF THE SHIA 
 
The picture of sectarian relations both inside states, mainly Iraq and Lebanon, and 
at the regional level in the Middle East is often oversimplified and even 
misunderstood in the West. As a consequence of the war in Iraq and the regional 
rise of Iran and the repercussions pertaining to it, a similar dichotomous 
interpretation of sectarian relations that has often been applied to post-Saddam Iraq 
in the West is being increasingly applied both inside and outside the region to the 
entire Middle East as a one-size-fits-all framework of analysis and policy-formation. 
The significance of this politico-religious divide in inter-state relations has been 
increasing since 2003, but it is only during the last two years that being labelled as 
either Shia or Sunni seems to have attained concrete importance in regional politics. 
Although sectarian identities seem to be in the ascendant, there is discussion and 
disagreement about the extent to which they can play a role in forging alliances and 
enmities. Another major point of disagreement revolves around which country is 
guilty of fomenting sectarian enmities and divisions inside the weak states of the 
region (Iraq, Lebanon and Palestinian territories) and among states in general: Iran 
or the United States. Equally interesting is the question of how countries apply 
sectarian rhetoric at the regional level. 
 
Consequently, the following pair of questions arises: Is the regional sectarian conflict 
actively promoted top-down, by the United States and the Sunni governments of the 
Middle East or is Iran taking advantage of its relations with the Shia in Iraq, Lebanon, 
Syria and elsewhere to expand its power in the region? Or is it a long-lasting, 
bottom-up-type struggle of identities that has resurfaced at all levels of politics and 
society because of the current war in Iraq? Different theoretical or philosophical 
approaches of International Relations provide three different answers to these 
questions. The ones examined in this study are Constructivism, Neoconservatism 
and Neorealism. 63 
 
Expert analyses that seek to explain the contemporary Shia-Sunni divide at the 
regional level tend to draw on either one or two of the three aforementioned 
approaches of IR. The explanations that stress the transnational and even historical 
character of the Shia identity follow the Constructivist theory; those that, in addition 
to this, highlight the significance of the revolutionary Shia ideology of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran generally usually embrace elements of Neoconservatism, whereas 
those that stress the states’ need to engage in power balancing, protect their 
national interest and form alliances draw more on Neorealism. In the following 
subchapters, different analytical ways of understanding the same current political 
developments in the post-Saddam Middle East and criticisms levelled at each of 
them are examined. These particular approaches to the issue have been observed 
to be the most common ones, but they are obviously not exhaustive. 
 
Constructivists believe that inter-state relations are contingent upon the way identity 
is constructed: supra-state and -national identities, such as the Shia identity, 
compete with state identity in the Middle East. These kinds of identities also produce 
trans-state movements and limit state-centric behaviour. 64  Therefore, a 
Constructivist line of explanation maintains that the bottom-up logic dominates in 
what is purported to be the Revival of the Shia. 
 
As a distinction of this understanding, Neoconservatist explanations also stress the 
importance of identity and similarly believe that a supranational Shia identity exists, 
but add that Iran is actively promoting its regional interests by cleverly appealing to 
this identity by forging ties and directly funding Shia groups across the Middle East. 
Iran is alleged to be using the Shia identity in order to promote radicalism and 
extremism in the Middle East. Democracy and regime change are seen by Neo-
conservatists as the only solutions to preventing wars and instability in the region, 
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and Iran and its allies are consequently seen as the major obstacles on the way to 
Democratic Peace. 
 
Neorealists base their analysis on a clearly state-centric view of International 
Relations in the Middle East. It is a fact that in this region the basic features of 
Neorealism become most manifest: States base their actions on raison d'État 
(principally survival – of the ruling regime or elite – and security), which leads to a 
general lack of trust among them. As states seek to maximize their relative power, 
they do it on two levels: internally and externally. According to the Neorealist logic, 
the case of the evolving state-level Shia-Sunni divide consists of a more or less 
planned ‘policy’ and pertains to external balancing tactics: In essence, states use 
the sectarian (or alternatively anti-sectarian and pan-Islamic) label for the purpose of 
forging and forming alliances, engaging and containing their enemies. The US 
actions to contain Iran are a textbook example of how a hegemon uses economic 
sanctions and threatens to use military force in order to halt a rising power whose 
interests overlap with its own. 
 
Neorealism naturally manages to best explain what is happening at the regional 
level. Constructivism, in turn, has its merits in elucidating the main features of the 
sectarian divisions resurfacing and evolving inside Middle Eastern countries – 
particularly in Iraq – and to some extent over state borders, between Arab and 
Muslim societies. Finally, Neoconservatist explanations are useful in the sense that 
they shed light on (the current) US policy in the region. 
 
As Hinnebusch notes, all analyses of the Middle East should incorporate an 
understanding of the identity-sovereignty dynamic of the regional system. He 
compares the explanatory power of Constructivism and Realism in the case of pan-
Arabism thus: 
 

“[A]s constructivist analysis shows, Pan-Arab norms deriving from a shared supra-
state identity became as important in shaping Arab state behaviour as the 
distribution of material power stressed by realism. The contradiction between the 
global norm of sovereignty, in which state interests are legitimately the object of 
foreign policy, and the regional norms, of Pan-Arabism (or, to a lesser extent Pan-
Islam) which expect these interests to be compatible with the values of the 
indigenous supra-state identity community, have caught Arab foreign policy making 
elites, […] between the logics of raison d’état and ‘raison de la nation’. […] For more 
ambitious states, supra-state identity presented the opportunity to assert regional 
leadership by championing the Pan-Arab or Islamic causes.”65 

 
Both the explanations that stress the importance of (historical) identity and the ones 
that place more emphasis on modern-day concerns of power can be, and are, 
applied in practice in two ways: as an analytical tool for understanding the new logic 
of regional politics and as a policymaking tool. In both cases, speaking about the 
Shia-Sunni divide or the Rise of the Shia produces and reproduces, as Social 
Constructivism asserts, social reality. The same applies to supra-national identities. 
Therefore, it is certainly a valid hypothesis that sectarianism has the potential to 
become the next ‘pan-norm’ in the Middle East, and that pan-Arabism and pan-Islam 
might lose to it more of their already faded appeal. However, stating this will not 
suffice alone to comprehend the dynamics of the divide.  
 
Shia-Sunni relations as well as all pan-norms are, and will always be, affected and 
shaped by the (national) interests of the foreign policy elites and actors involved. 
Elites will continue to use them to manipulate and attain public support. In effect, 
sectarian language is, as will be shown in due course in this study, a policy tool that 
not only the US but also Sunni elites in the region use in order to deal with Iran’s 
regional power and their relations with different Shia groups and populations across 
the region. Saudi Arabia, as the obvious example, is currently asserting its growing 
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regional status by employing all of these norms: pan-Islamic, and to some extent 
pan-Arab, in its foreign policy discourse and pan-Sunni as its unofficial foreign policy 
line.66 Iran, in turn, applies pan-Islamic tones in its official foreign policy whereas, at 
the same time, the country engages in fostering pan-Shia links and the tacit support 
of Shias around the Middle East. On the other hand, in Iraq, the Shia leaders Ali al-
Sistani and Muqtada al-Sadr have both called for Shia-Sunni unity in the country, 
obviously also for their own benefit.67 
 
 
2.1 Constructivism and the Resurgent Shia Identity 
 
One way of understanding the ‘newly-found’ sectarian differences is, along 
Constructivist lines, that they are based first and foremost on conflicting social group 
identities. These kinds of explanations emphasize the transnational character of the 
Shia as a community. They stress the importance of the oppressive historical 
relationship between the Sunnis and the Shias in the formation of this identity, but 
also highlight that it is more political, social and economic by nature than religious. 
In other words, they hold that the age-old tension between the sects has primarily 
more to do with political power than with questions of dogma. 68 However, what is 
important is that the Shias’ feeling of being oppressed and the stress on martyrdom 
and victimhood derives not from the historical experience alone but from more 
recent experiences as well. 
 
Although modern-day Shia identity has been extensively shaped in the modern 
period, it draws heavily on the past. Oppression is one of the central concepts in 
Shiism and the ‘supplanting’ of ‘Ali in the selection of the first Caliph and the 
martyrdom of his son Husain are still fundamental in the Shias’ attitudes towards the 
Sunnis. 69 For their part, Sunni rulers have regarded the Shia as a lower caste, an 
underclass, or as misguided Muslims throughout history, while hardliners such as 
Salafi clerics condemn Shiism as heresy. 70  Nicknames such as ‘Persians’ and 
‘Safavids’ are used even nowadays by Sunni Arabs for (Arab) Shias. 
 
According to Vali Nasr, a leading Shia expert in the United States, three factors 
have contributed to, and are causing, the so-called Rise of the Shia: The 
empowerment of the Shia in Iraq, the consequent empowerment of the Shias across 
the region (in Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates) and the 
‘Rise of Iran’. These three are mutually reinforcing and will in Nasr’s view provide a 
more powerful voice for the Shia in Middle Eastern Politics. In the regional setting, 
this translates into Iran and its allies becoming politically stronger and posing a 
challenge of containment for the United States.71 However, Nasr argues that there is 
no such thing as pan-Shiism; the Shias are united rather by a coherent religious 
view and by other kinds of links: 
 

“In addition to military and political bonds, there are numerous soft links between 
Iran and Iraq, forged mostly as a result of several waves of Shiite immigration. In the 
early 1970s, as part of his Arabization campaign, Saddam expelled tens of 
thousands of Iraqi Shiites of Iranian origin, who then settled in Dubai, Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Syria, and for the most part, Iran. Some of the Iraqi refugees who stayed 
in Iran have achieved prominence there as senior clerics and commanders of the 
Revolutionary Guards. […] Throughout the 1980s and after the anti-Shiite 
massacres of 1991, some 100,000 Iraqi Arab Shiites also took refuge in Iran. In the 
dark years of the 1990s, Iran alone gave Iraqi Shiites refuge and support. Since the 
Iraq war, many of these refugees have returned to Iraq. […] The repeated shuttling 
of Shiites between Iran and Iraq over the years has created numerous, layered 
connections between the two countries' Shiite communities. As a result, the Iraqi 
nationalism that the U.S. government hoped would serve as a bulwark against Iran 
has proved porous to Shiite identity in many ways.” 72 
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Noah Feldman attributes to Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini two important changes 
that are relevant to the present dynamism in the ‘Shia world’. Firstly, he turned the 
clerics into political actors and thereby transformed Shiism into a political force. This 
is in contrast to the quietist nature historically attributed to the denomination. 
Secondly, Khomeini consolidated the status of the most senior Ayatollah as the 
most important source of rule in the ‘Shia world’, even though all senior scholars 
(including Ayatollah al-Sistani) haven’t concurred with this.73 
 
Many scholars in the West have recently stressed the democratic nature of the Shia 
strand compared to mainstream Islam.74 According to Nakash, for more than a 
century, Shia clerics in the Middle East have been advocating parliamentary rule 
and just governance.75 Nakash writes that  
 

“[u]nlike Sunnis, who in theory are expected to obey their rulers and even tolerate a 
tyrant in order to avoid civil strife and preserve the cohesion of the Muslim 
community, observant Shi’is recognize no authority on earth except that of the imam. 
In his absence there can be no human sovereign who is fully legitimate. […] 
Whereas Sunni clerics are usually appointed and paid by the government […], in 
Shi’ism the followers select the mujtahid76 of their choice, […] In this duality lies the 
essence of democracy: the freedom of ordinary people to play a prominent role in 
deciding who is to have religious authority […] that in turn can be used to check the 
executive and hold rulers accountable.”77 

 
Nasr sees the Shias of the Middle East as “an objective and a subjective democratic 
force.”78 In the context of competition for political power, this explains why also in 
post-Saddam Iraq – which, like most Arab countries, lacks a secular civil society – 
Shia clerics have been most vocal in the call for elections and a representative 
government – in addition to the fact that they form a demographic majority in the 
country, a factor which would be beneficial for them in a democratic political system. 
Nasr predicts that a new power balance will emerge in the region which will change 
it culturally and transform its countries into more pluralistic ones, allowing for a more 
equal distribution of power.79 
 
Shias in Iraq, Lebanon, Bahrain and elsewhere have for decades been calling for 
more political representation and rights. However, the fact that Shias form a (relative) 
majority in these countries is often surpassed by reminders of Iranian influence on 
these populations. In reality, Shia identity does not usually mean alliance with or 
loyalty to Iran. Ray Takeyh has pointed out that after the Iranian revolution, local 
Shia communities in the Gulf countries did not seek to become subordinate to, or 
allies of, Iran. Instead, they “utilized the Iranian threat, […] to try to renegotiate the 
national compact in their individual countries [and] to become more integrated...”80 In 
Saudi Arabia in the 1990s, according to Madawi al-Rasheed, local Shia leaders 
stressed the centrality of the Shi’i cultural authenticity, an identity rooted in Arab 
culture and history, along with calling for human rights and respect for religious and 
cultural diversity.81 At present, the Shia of Saudi Arabia emphasize national unity 
because, according to an International Crisis Group report, they realize their 
community’s survival depends on the al-Saud regime, although Nakash sees that 
the invasion of Iraq in 2003 re-energized Saudi Shias, who have now joined other 
Saudis in calling for reforms.82 
 
At the moment, according to Nasr, the Sunni states are pushing Syria and Hizbollah, 
as well as Shia communities in Sunni-dominated states, towards the embrace of 
Iran. Nasr sees, in a more Neorealist vein, that internal fissures in the ‘Shia alliance’ 
(at the regional level) will only appear when there is no common enemy.83 This 
means that only the absence of one – that is, the United States-led anti-Iranian 
‘alliance’ or even a hostile Sunni alliance – would lead to increasing differences 
between the Iraqi and other Arab Shias and the Iranian Shias, which would definitely 
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be in the interests of the United States and its Middle Eastern allies from a power 
political point of view. 
 
Critique: The Lowest Common Denominator and Other-Than-Sectarian Identities 
 
Many experts oppose the ‘resurgent Shia identity theory’ as described above. They 
point to the fact that Shia – as well as Sunni – identities are, on the contrary, 
fragmented and based on unpredictable loyalties. This is most visible in Iraq. 
Grasping this helps in comprehending why, according to many observers, a 
‘homogeneous whole’ cannot be formed at either the national or the regional level 
on a sectarian basis. 
 
According to Peter Harling and Hamid Yasin, the popular view of Iraq’s sectarian 
fighting as a power struggle between Sunni and Shia Arabs overlooks the numerous 
objectives of the political actors in the country. In addition, it reduces highly diverse 
communities to their lowest common denominator. It has also led to a debate in the 
West on whether the Iraqi Shias are loyal to Iraq or to Iran.3 On the other hand, the 
power struggle debate has produced opposing arguments according to which Iraqi 
nationalism is still a stronger force than Shia solidarity.84 
 
However, Harling and Yasin affirm that  
 

“[t]he rewriting of Iraqi history to allow for a Sunni-Shia dichotomy dispelled any idea 
of Iraqi nationalism. Iraqis of different origins have lost the points of reference they 
once shared. The key events of the recent past, such as the end of the monarchy in 
1958, the Ba’ath takeover in 1968, the first Gulf war of 1991 or the Anglo-American 
intervention of 2003, are now giving rise to bitter disputes reflecting sectarian 
divisions. […] People still say Iraq will surmount its divisions, but it is no longer clear 
what its national identity means. In practice, the arbitrary violence, nepotism and 
unprecedented corruption all demonstrate how important non-national loyalties have 
become. Nevertheless this does not mean that Iran is the nation, by default or by 
adoption, to which Iraqi Shia turn.”85 

 
As the essence of Iraqi identity becomes increasingly indefinable and complex, the 
local Shia and Sunni identities are also becoming more dispersed and mixed with 
tribal ones, such as clan identities. According to Harling and Yasin, Iran recognizes 
this and is, contrary to many claims, not seeking to win direct allegiance among 
Iraq’s Shia, but is working on different levels and with great subtlety to increase its 
influence as much as it can, while bearing in mind the various collective identities. 
Iran’s methods include establishing links with all Iraqi Shias (not only with its allies 
but also for example with Muqtada al-Sadr), providing limited support to groups at 
the local level, distributing schoolbooks, working through the popular satellite 
channel Al-Alam, and investing economically in creating a positive image of itself.86 
 
On the other hand, it was not entirely clear either immediately before the 2003 
invasion of Iraq, or even earlier than that, what constituted the Iraqi Shia identity. A 
few years before the war, Charles Tripp wrote that “… there is no more a single Shi’i 
narrative in Iraqi politics than there is an Iraqi one itself”. Tripp noted that although 
the Shia constitute the majority of the country’s population, different and opposing 
strands have marked Shi’i politics in Iraq. These have comprised Arab and Iraqi 
nationalisms, the (Shia) community, Islamism and even accepting a subordinated 
status.87 
 
In addition, it is important to keep in mind that each Sunni-ruled Arab country with a 
Shia population is a unique case in terms of how its Shia population relates to the 
Sunni population and rulers and vice versa. In Bahrain, for example, Shias form the 

                                                 
3 See subchapter 2.2 for examples of this. 
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majority of the population whereas in Saudi Arabia they form a small and politically 
weak group. In both countries, Shia demands and aspirations have practically 
always been linked to the domestic context.88 In Lebanon the Shia currently form a 
dynamic and powerful political force that poses a serious challenge to the existing 
government, whereas the Yemeni Shias are mostly Zaidis who have no identity links 
whatsoever to Iran and who, like Saudi and Bahraini Shias, have demands 
concerning the local government only.89 It is precisely because of this diversity and 
variety of Arab Shia communities that it is very hard to envisage a supra-state 
political alliance emerging among the different Shia governments, parties, groups, 
congregations and, on the whole, populations of the Middle East in the foreseeable 
future. As Terhalle has expressed it, paraphrasing Hedley Bull: 
 

“Just as there was “no natural harmony between the working classes” of communist 
China and the Soviet Union in the 1970s, it appears that the answer to the core 
question of “whether Shiism should be a set of fixed religious values or a flexible 
identity shaped by the particular circumstances and environments in which Shiis live” 
appears to lean toward the latter conclusion.”90 

 
The popularity of Hizbollah’s leader Hassan Nasrallah among both Shia and Sunni 
Muslims in the region forms a different kind of example of the permeability of 
sectarian identity. Nasrallah gained support because of the Second Lebanon War, 
as was mentioned earlier, and he has been pushing for a united Arab front in 
confronting Israel and the United States. To some extent he has been successful, 
especially after the war in 200691 although lately his popularity has been in decline, 
as was also mentioned earlier. Iran’s president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has equally 
won hearts and minds among Arab, Muslim and even Third World publics with his 
fervent anti-Israeli and anti-American discourse. Ahmadinejad has sought to appeal 
to the disillusioned in the Sunni street by pointing to the corrupt nature of their 
governments, who have aligned themselves with the United States and the West. A 
public survey carried out in several Arab countries in March 2007 demonstrated that 
the Arab street does not resonate with its Sunni leaders in their views of Shia Iran or 
President Ahmadinejad. Peter Kiernan draws on the results of the survey to 
conclude that there still “remains a strong current of opinion across the Arab world 
that is characterized by hostility toward U.S. policies in the Middle East, which 
overwhelms concerns about rising Shiite influence.”92  
 
In the Lebanon War of 2006, the initial response of most of the Sunni states was 
hesitant and they did not immediately condemn Israel’s actions against Hizbollah. 
Sectarian concerns regarding both the regional and domestic levels were visibly 
illustrated here. During the war, a Saudi Arabian Sheikh declared it illegal for 
Muslims to join, support or pray for Hizbollah because of the group’s actions against 
Israel. Even the governments of Egypt, Jordan and Saudi Arabia condemned 
Hizbollah’s actions. On the other hand, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, for 
example, pledged support to Hizbollah.93 
 
The popular Sunni support for Shia political leaders in the region shows that the 
identities of Arab publics do not always necessarily follow a strict sectarian 
dichotomy (Shia versus Sunni), nor even an ethnic distinction (Persian versus Arab). 
Identities in the Arab world are more complex than generally suggested, and the 
example of Iraq is one of the clearest indicators of this. Most importantly, the 
identities of the ‘masses’ are not equal to the identities created and maintained by 
political elites – be they national, supranational, ethnic, tribal or sectarian. 
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2.2 Neoconservatism and Neoconfrontationalism 
 
Although explanations that stem from Neoconservatism as a philosophical school on 
the one hand, and the ideology of the present US Administration on the other, are to 
be kept apart, they share many common views in their explanation of the newly-
found sectarian strife. Political leaders, most famously King Abdullah II of Jordan 
and President George W. Bush, have used ‘sectarian talk’ to advocate their foreign 
policy interests. King Abdullah expressed his concern in December 2006 about the 
Iraqi government turning into an Iranian puppet. According to him, a pro-Iranian Iraqi 
government could lead to the emergence of a new crescent of dominant Shiite 
movements or governments stretching from Iran into Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. The 
Shia Crescent would also alter the traditional balance of power between the two 
main Islamic sects and pose new challenges to US interests and allies.94 The Bush 
Administration shares this apprehension, which relates to what it perceives as the 
regional aspirations of a revolutionary and radical theocratic regime. 
 
In this ‘Neoconfrontationalist’ view, the Iranian theocratic regime is seen as one of 
the two main enemies of US interests in the region – al-Qaida being the other – and 
it is held responsible for inciting a radical regional Shia revival. It is believed that 
sectarian strife in Iraq and elsewhere will disappear or at least diminish if Iran is 
forced to stop funding Shia networks, militias and terrorists both inside and outside 
its borders. The logical ultimate solution to the problem is thus either military 
intervention or a regime change in Iran. (These are both seen as solutions to the 
nuclear crisis as well.) The latter is usually believed to follow on from the former, 
although most specialists suggest that the military option would have contrary 
effects as it would bolster popular support behind the current administration. 95 
However, military intervention still has its supporters in the current US administration 
and in the lobby groups and think tanks ideologically close to it, but their chances of 
making a credible case for their point during the second Bush Administration 
diminished considerably after the publication of the US National Intelligence 
Estimate on Iran in December 2007.96 
 
Those in Washington who, prior to 2003, believed that the independence of the Iraqi 
Shia from the Iranian theocracy would result in an Iraq that would serve as a 
counter-weight to Iranian power, pinned their hopes on the Iranian-born Grand 
Ayatollah Ali Hussein al-Sistani, who is the leading cleric of the Najaf seminary97 and 
the leading Shia cleric of Iraq. He is considered a Marja(´-i Taqlid), a source of 
emulation in Shia Islam, and is popular not only in Iraq but in Iran as well and has 
the largest following of all contemporary Marjas. The separation of religious and 
political authority in the sense that clerics should remain outside the political system 
is central to Ayatollah al-Sistani’s thought.98 In other words, al-Sistani disagrees with 
the Velayat-e Faqih99, the guardianship of the jurisprudent, which constitutes the 
basis of rule in the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
 
Even at present, the clerical Shia establishment is transnational and the holy sites in 
Iraq bind the Shia together as a community across different state boundaries. Mehdi 
Khalaji, a Shi’i theologian himself, asserts that “’the Shiite clerical establishment’ is 
mainly under the Iranian regime’s control” and that the regime has transformed it, 
since the beginning of the Iranian Revolution, into “a systematic political and 
financial network that works against US interests in the region”; the current Supreme 
Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, in particular, has sought to expand his domination 
of Shiite networks and use them for his anti-Western policies.100 101 
 
Khalaji predicts that after al-Sistani it will be impossible in Iraq for a mujtahid to have 
any significant authority over a political movement or party. In this ‘post-Marja era’ 
Khamenei will expand the Shia network in Iraq by financing it, and create a large 
global network which he personally controls.102 Khalaji claims that by destroying the 
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traditional role of the clerical establishment “the Iranian regime intends to eliminate 
any possibility of political change from within, to marginalize civil society and 
democratic movements, and consequently to limit the West’s options in dealing with 
the Iranian government on different controversial issues.”103 He warns that as long 
as the Iranian government continues financing this clerical establishment and the 
establishment carries on its political activities, the Middle East is threatened by 
Shiite extremist fundamentalism.104 
 
The US Vice President Dick Cheney has made it known that he thinks along the 
same lines. In his speech at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy in October 
2007 he explained the Iranian policy in Iraq through the sectarian logic: 
 

“Fearful of a strong, independent, Arab Shia community emerging in Iraq, one that 
seeks religious guidance not in Qom, Iran, but from traditional sources of Shia 
authority in Najaf and Karbala, the Iranian regime also aims to keep Iraq in a state of 
weakness that prevents Baghdad from presenting a threat to Tehran. Perhaps the 
greatest strategic threat that Iraq's Shiites face today in […] consolidating their 
rightful role in Iraq's new democracy is the subversive activities of the Iranian 
regime.”105 

 
Michael Rubin’s interpretation of the unfolding alliances puts more emphasis on 
geopolitics – and thus Neorealism – but also carries a Neoconservatist tone. 
According to Rubin, Iran is no status quo power and it has an ideological 
commitment to support revolution. He foresees that the Arab states will eventually 
choose Israel instead of the ‘Shiites’ because Jerusalem does not present a threat 
to the Arab states – unlike Tehran – and these will soon align with the United States 
and Israel in order to counter the ‘Shia threat’. In fact, the Sunni-ruled Arab states 
already ‘embrace the American umbrella’: 
 

“[The] Arab leaders understand that the only countries the U.S. military has fought to 
protect in the Middle East were Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. The tiny Gulf emirates are 
defenseless without U.S. protection. There is hardly a state on the Arabian 
Peninsula that does not train with the U.S. military or welcome a small U.S. 
presence. But with U.S. congressmen proclaiming the defeat and vulnerability of U.S. 
troops in Iraq, and the Islamic Republic drawing closer to its nuclear goals, Tehran's 
stock is rising at U.S. expense.”106 

 
Those American experts and politicians who support regime change in Iran 
(including Rubin107) believe that the Iranian theocratic regime only understands force 
and that it cannot be trusted under any circumstances. The fact that absolute power 
is not in the hands of the president, but – to a certain extent – in the hands of the 
Supreme Leader means that popular will and parliamentary institutions are irrelevant. 
In this thinking, the revolutionary nature of Iran’s regime is the source of the problem: 
It explains both Iran’s ambitions in Iraq and why Iran should not be allowed to further 
develop its nuclear programme. Ultimately, a nuclear-armed Iran is not the problem 
– the regime controlling it is. 
 
In its efforts to deter Iran from pursuing its nuclear and regional ambitions, the 
United States administration has also applied sectarian rhetoric. This has 
highlighted the only problematic part of applying the sectarian divide in regional 
politics for the United States, namely that of Iraq and the Iraqi Shia. The Shia axis 
would be a convenient enemy category were it not for the fact that the United States 
is supporting Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki’s government in Iraq. The logical 
solution has thus been to portray the Iranian regime as a corrupt and radical form of 
Shiism and to draw a line between it and the Shia in Iraq. President Bush has gone 
as far as to equate the Iranian regime to al-Qaida. In his speech on the Global War 
on Terror in September 2006 he declared that the two ’represent different faces of 
the same threat’: 
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“As we continue to fight al Qaeda and these Sunni extremists inspired by their 
radical ideology, we also face the threat posed by Shia extremists, who are learning 
from al Qaeda, increasing their assertiveness, and stepping up their threats. Like the 
vast majority of Sunnis, the vast majority of Shia across the world reject the vision of 
extremists – and in Iraq, millions of Shia have defied terrorist threats to vote in free 
elections, and have shown their desire to live in freedom. The Shia extremists want 
to deny them this right. This Shia strain of Islamic radicalism is just as dangerous, 
and just as hostile to America, and just as determined to establish its brand of 
hegemony across the broader Middle East. And the Shia extremists have achieved 
something that al Qaeda has so far failed to do: In 1979, they took control of a major 
power, the nation of Iran, subjugating its proud people to a regime of tyranny, and 
using that nation's resources to fund the spread of terror and pursue their radical 
agenda.”108 

 
Drawing a line between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Shias has not been easy task for the United 
States Administration, especially in the case of Iraq. For example, Muqtedar Khan 
has seen that with the new US strategy in Iraq, announced in January 2007109, 
President Bush practically and paradoxically declared a war on the Shia: the new 
enemies included the Mahdi and Badr militias and even Iranian and Syrian 
intelligence and commando units, whereas until then the US had been fighting 
mainly with the Sunnis.110 As to Iran’s Shia – who constitute around 90 % of the 
population – the US has implicitly drawn a line between, the regime and its 
supporters, on the one hand, and opposition groups and democracy activists, on the 
other. 
 
Critique: Good Guys, Bad Guys 
 
Another way to explain the present sectarian tensions at the regional level in the 
Middle East is to look at them as symptoms of changes in the geopolitical setting. 
Since the Iranian revolution, various characteristics have been attributed in the West 
to the Shia, such as terrorists, the oppressed majority/minority, a beacon of 
democracy and a threat to regional stability. Kiernan, for example, argues that all 
pundit interpretations on whether it is the Sunnis or the Shia who best serve 
Western interests in the Middle East have only served to rationalize policies.111 
 
Shia Islam is falling out of favour again, as Kiernan puts it. According to him, much 
of the expert commentary that attaches ‘good guy’ and ‘bad guy’ labels to the two 
‘sects’ has not only been flawed but contradictory as well. The labels have been 
swapped according to the changes in geopolitical circumstances. According to 
Kiernan, in the 1990s, along with rising Islamic terrorism, Sunni Islam began to be 
seen as the problematic strand. The September 11 attacks were the culmination of 
this development, and that is when the Shia became popular again among US 
policymakers. The American Neoconservatives assumed up to the Iraqi invasion in 
2003 that Iraq’s Shia would “inevitably rival Iran, be pro-Western, and perhaps even 
recognize Israel”.112 Nothing of the sort transpired and now eyes have turned to the 
empowered and emboldened Iran: The tables have turned again. 
 
The pattern becomes apparent when one looks at the images attached to the Shia 
in the West over a longer time frame. In the 1980s, the Shia gained international 
notoriety for such acts as the Iranian hostage crisis, the 1983 Marine barrack attacks 
in Lebanon, the bombing of the US embassy in Beirut and even the Iran-Iraq War. 
At the beginning of the 1990s, a different image appeared, namely that of the Shias 
of Southern Iraq, who were persecuted by Saddam Hussein after a failed coup-
d’état which had been encouraged by the United States at the end of the Gulf War. 
In 2003, President George W. Bush was said to have ‘taken care of his father’s 
unfinished business’113 by ‘liberating’ Iraq’s Shias. Again, another image appeared: 
Iraq and its liberated Shia as a beacon of democratic change in the Middle East. 
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What the US Administration did not expect though was that the war would also 
unleash Iran’s regional ambitions and that the Shia in Iraq would not see Iran’s Shia 
regime as their direct rival. The most recent warning signal for those preoccupied 
with the new rise of ‘Shia fundamentalism’ was the war in Lebanon in 2006 in which 
the Iranian ally Hizbollah declared itself victorious before Israel, the region’s most 
powerful military power. Hizbollah, Syria, Hamas and Iran have increasingly been 
seen as members of a malevolent Shia Crescent with far-reaching regional 
ambitions. 
 
It is becoming increasingly difficult to categorically define The Shia Crescent (and its 
conceptual variants) because of the multiple meanings that are attached to the term. 
In actual fact, the famous Shia Crescent is a very vague concept. It can be used for 
different ends according to the speaker’s interests, for example: 1) for referring to 
Middle Eastern states which have a demographical Shia majority or 2) as a warning 
to all Arabs of the “Persian enemy” or 3) as another collective expression for 
‘Islamofascists’ or for the ‘radical’ Muslim states and groups that are hostile to US 
interests in the region. In all these cases the use of the term Shia Crescent is 
misleading. In fact, it is not a crescent at all in the geographical sense. The only 
countries with a Shia majority and with Shias in power in the Middle East are Iran 
and Iraq. Indeed, there are Shi’i minority groups in power or in powerful positions in 
Syria and Lebanon, as King Abdullah pointed out. 114  However, those Muslim 
countries with a Shia majority such as Azerbaijan and Bahrain do not form a political 
block with Iran and are very unlikely to do so in the future either because the Shia in 
these countries do not have parallel political interests with Iran or because of the 
strong grip of Sunni governments on power. In the case of the current United States 
Administration and its Middle Eastern allies, however, the definition is easy: It is a 
nightmare vision of creeping Iranian influence that threatens these countries’ 
political, economic and strategic interests in the ‘Greater Middle East’.115 
 
Indeed, some have claimed that the United States is attributing too much power to 
Iran.116 This perception creates what Sick has called a set of circumstances that 
increasingly let the US blame Iran for its problems in Iraq.117 Afshin Molavi has 
argued that Iran has won the two post-9/11 wars, but this has been possible only 
because of what the US has done in the Middle East to empower the country, 
including fostering the ‘myth of Iranian power’ by overplaying Iran’s economic and 
military capabilities.118 
 
 
2.3 Neorealism and the Common Interest Theory 
 
Many scholars and analysts argue that after 9/11 the United States once again 
embarked on a mission of divide and rule, this time on a regional scale.119 Another 
possibility is to see the US post-9/11 Middle East and Persian Gulf policies as a 
readjustment of strategy for a volatile region with a high strategic importance for the 
country. As a consequence of the unexpected developments in Iraq and the 
strengthening of the regional power status of Iran, the US strategy has taken a new 
form despite the fact that its main long-term interests in the Middle East remain the 
same. Similarly, all states in the region are adapting their strategies to the new 
geopolitical situation and to ‘the rise of Iran’; Arab states and Israel are trying to find 
ways to balance Iran’s power, though always with their self-interest foremost in mind. 
 
What is referred to in this paper as the “common interest theory” is a set of 
explanations which hold that geopolitics is behind the ‘sectarianization’ of regional 
level politics in the Middle East. These explanations lean more towards Neorealist 
thinking as they see the sectarian talk as a form of external balancing of regional 
actors. The crux of the idea is that the Bush Administration is currently building an 
anti-Iranian Arab-Israeli alliance that would help take care of all its main interests in 
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the Middle East: contain Iran, control Iraq, protect Israel, maintain stability in the 
global oil market and uphold the US hegemony in the region.120 It is evident that 
forging this kind of an alliance is in the long-term interests of the United States so 
there is no conspiracy theory concealed in the argument. Some in the region, 
however, see it as a Western conspiracy of sacrificing Arab interests to those of 
Israel. Expressed in other words, Israel is alleged to emerge as the regional winner 
if/as stronger fault lines emerge between states in the region along sectarian lines. 
Yet, as will be demonstrated, there will potentially be other winners as well, in the 
short term at least, if this alliance of ‘moderates’ against ‘radicals’ materializes. 
 
According to this view, the heart of the Shia-Sunni divide at the regional level lies in 
the Persian Gulf area and it is directly connected with the security concerns of the 
major players in the region. Persian Gulf security is, in turn, determined by its three 
large states, Iran, Iraq and Saudi Arabia, and naturally, the United States. The US 
prefers a strong Saudi Arabia, for reasons explained below, whereas Iran and Iraq 
are the problematic duo. A strong Iraq is not desirable for the United States, nor for 
any state in the region because, historically, a strong Iraq has entailed wars. Still, a 
collapse of the state in Iraq is not desirable either. On the other hand, a weak Iraq 
means a strong Iran, which also goes against US interests in the region. 
 
The United States has at least three major long-term interests in the Persian Gulf 
area. Firstly, its primary interest is to ensure a stable flow of oil from the region to 
the world. At the moment this is guarded by the long-term alliance with Saudi Arabia 
and by keeping a strong military presence in the Persian Gulf in order to prevent 
Iran from blocking the Strait of Hormuz and, in general, from increasing its influence 
in the region. Persian Gulf military bases are, therefore, also geostrategically vital for 
the US. Secondly, the fight against terrorism will be a long-term concern that is 
closely connected to the Iraqi paradox: staying in the country increases terrorism 
and internal instability, but leaving would plunge Iraq into chaos and turn it into a 
safe haven for terrorists – which it already is, to some extent.121 Thirdly, the United 
States always seeks to protect Israel and its regional position. This means that the 
US would never allow Iran to seriously intimidate Israel militarily which, in turn, 
means that an Iranian nuclear weapon is not acceptable by any stretch of the 
imagination. 
 
As Kenneth Pollack has pointed out, in the 1970s the US strategy in the Persian 
Gulf was based on the twin pillars of Iran and Saudi Arabia; in the 1980s, the US 
supported Iraq against Iran and in the 1990s it resorted to dual containment. None 
of these strategies was totally successful and the result was three US interventions: 
Iran in 1987-88, and Iraq in 1991 and from 2003 onwards.122 Jessica Mathews has 
asserted that the war in Iraq has been “the turning point that has and will change the 
basic parameters of American security for […] many decades.”123 
 
The original US plan after liberating Iraq’s Shia included creating a government in 
Iraq which would be congenial to Israel and which would serve as a counterbalance 
to Iran’s power. The American assumption was that Iraqi Shia clerics would not 
accept Iran’s Velayat-e Faqih, the rule of the jurisprudent, and that they would ally 
themselves with the US against “Shiite fundamentalism”.124 Conversely, the Post-
Saddam, Shia-led Iraq did not turn out to function as “a barrier to Iranian 
expansionism”, as was implicitly admitted by the director of the CIA, Michael Hayden, 
in January 2007.125 Iraq’s current government is politically weak and it maintains 
cordial relations with Iran. As the prospects for Iraq’s regional power position in the 
future look increasingly bleaker from the US point of view, the US is increasingly 
basing its strategy exclusively on the containment of Iran. 
 
In the new regional context the United States recognizes that its Arab allies – with 
the exception of Iraq – are all Sunni-led. All share common interests, namely 
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preventing Iran from expanding its regional power via its Shia allies in the region and 
stopping it from acquiring a nuclear weapon. As Martin Indyk has said, the US is 
“adjusting itself to the point where [it] line[s] up with the Sunnis against the Shias in 
this broader sectarian divide”. 126  According to Sick, much of what is currently 
happening in the region is a reflection of the rise of Iran as a significant regional 
power pole which opposes Israel.127 As a consequence of this, other states in the 
region are now adjusting their strategies to the new setting. Sick has pointed out that 
the irony is that the United States itself created the optimal conditions for Iran to 
strengthen its position: Iran’s rival Taliban and Ba’th regimes were removed and a 
Shia government was set up in Baghdad. Iran now has, instead of enemies, a 
potential ally as its neighbour.128 With Iran seen as rising, the United States in turn 
perceives it is obliged to act. 
 
All states construct external (and internal) enemies according to their strategic 
interests, and the regional policy of the United States is one of the driving forces in 
defining alliances and enmities between states in the Middle East. In this context, 
there are many facts that suggest that the emergence of Shia-Sunni rhetoric at the 
regional level is partly a by-product of the regional strategies of certain key players: 
the United States, Saudi Arabia, Israel and also Egypt and Jordan. The intentional 
use of sectarian rhetoric is first and foremost a strategy aimed at containing Iran’s 
power and strategic ambitions. Its second function is connected with other external 
and internal security concerns of the Sunni-led states in the region. 
 
Some argue that the increasing sectarian dissension is as much an unintended 
result of US policies as the rise of Iran itself was. Gregory Gause has said that 
“Washington doesn't think in these sectarian terms. […] The danger is that they 
might not realize the intensity with which some people in the Middle East do think in 
these sectarian terms.“129 An obvious example of an ‘outsider’s’ perception of the 
regional dynamics is how the current US administration has declared Iranian Shiism 
and al-Qaida, a Sunni organization, as equal enemies, two sides of the same mirror. 
 
Before the invasion of Iraq, Western policymakers had paid virtually no attention to 
questions of history and sect; whether Syria’s ruling elite was Shia or Sunni, Alawi or 
Twelver Shi’i, and whether the Iraqi Shias were more loyal to their home country or 
to Iran. Now sectarianism is a fashionable media term that is often oversimplified in 
order to accommodate wide audiences in the West. 130  The events that have 
contributed to the current geopolitical rise of Iran, especially the Lebanese War in 
2006, have been followed in the West by a wave of analyses and op-ed articles on 
inter-state Sunni-Shia tensions in the Middle East, many of which contain apparent 
policy goals or interests which are often only thinly veiled beneath simplistic 
good/bad guy labels.131 
 
Nevertheless, in addition to the United States, regional leaders have also sought to 
gain a (geo)political advantage by applying sectarian language in their foreign policy 
discourse. They have various reasons for this: Sunni-dominated Arab states and 
Israel perceive that Iran is, on the one hand, reaching for political influence in the 
region by empowering local Shia minorities in Arab countries and by seeking to 
transform Iraq into a regional satellite state and, on the other hand, pursuing military 
weight by developing advanced nuclear capabilities and by arming Hizbollah in 
Lebanon.132 
 
Critique: Ignoring All But the State 
 
Despite the apparent explanatory power of the Neorealist argument at the regional 
level, it is clear that it has deficiencies that stem from the inherent problems of this 
theoretical approach. As experts have pointed out, Neorealism exaggerates state 
autonomy from domestic conditions, and the importance of structure, and does not 
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usually question the future of the status quo, that is, the Middle East state system. 
Also conversely, it underestimates the capability of states to change the 
international system.133 Neorealism also ignores identity and assumes that actors 
are not social and that their interests are “exogenous to social interaction”. It also 
tends to ignore interest formation.134 It is precisely here that Constructivism and 
even Neoconservatism, in the context in which they have been examined in this 
study, step in. Paying attention to local and transnational Shia and Sunni identities 
allows Western observers to understand something that does not seem an evident 
determinant of state behaviour at first, namely that sectarian identities can play an 
immensely important role in Muslim societies in the Middle East and elsewhere (as 
in Pakistan, for example). Moreover, especially in the case of the Middle East where 
historical memory is traditionally long – and bitter – Constructivism’s interest in 
history becomes decisive in understanding the logics of Shia-Sunni tensions in the 
region as well as why their re-emergence has been so intense. 
 
There is yet another weakness in the Neorealist-influenced explanations of the 
sectarianization of regional-level politics. They tend to downplay, if not ignore, 
economic interests. Although economic growth and economic power are integral 
elements in the idea of power balancing, often only geopolitical, strategic and 
military balancing are at the heart of the Neorealist analysis of Shia-Sunni relations 
at the regional level. The interlinkages between economic interests, sectarian 
identities and geopolitics are a complicated and, in some respects, sensitive issue, 
which requires more attention from International Relations experts. 
 
In this study the following points are made merely as observations: The correlation 
between Shia-populated areas and oil is a well-known fact: as much as 80% of the 
native population of the Persian Gulf region are estimated to be Shias.135 Map 2 
shows a graphic visualization of Shia majority areas and primary oil and gas 
deposits in Middle Eastern states. It places emphasis on two important issues. 
Firstly, Shias in the Middle East live mostly on the coasts of the Persian Gulf, an 
area of high strategic importance both in terms of energy resources and access to 
them by sea. Secondly, the Iranian government is currently the only Shia 
government that has de facto power over energy resources that lie inside its territory. 
All other oil resources in Persian Gulf states are controlled by governments that are 
US allies. As US estimates place Iraq’s oil resources among the top three in the 
world136, the control of Iraqi oil has the potential – albeit a slight one – to turn in the 
near future into not only a domestic sectarian clash, but also a regional power 
struggle for strategic control over Iraqi oil. 
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Map 2: Shias and Oil Resources of Persian Gulf and Caspian Sea 
 

 
Source: The Gulf/2000 Project, SIPA/Columbia University, 2006. Copyright M. 
Izady.137 
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CHAPTER 3: THE SECTARIANIZATION OF REGIONAL POLITICS 
 
The examination of the three most common lines of explanation of the Sunni-Shia 
divide at the regional level has shown that history and identity alone are not 
sufficient to explain the re-emergence of the Shia-Sunni rift at the regional level, 
where it is the states – the leaders, elite and even the media – that employ sectarian 
(or alternatively anti-sectarian) rhetoric to further their power political interests. 
Neorealism provides an appropriate framework for understanding the US and the 
Sunni Arab states’ anti-Iranian policies and the current regional realignment against 
Iran, but the approach is not able to explain the influence of sectarian identity on the 
political action of states – if there is any.  
 
Taking into consideration the difficulty of studying the effect of this ‘identity-factor’ on 
foreign policies, this chapter will analyze the motivations behind sectarian alliances 
and their formation from a Neorealist, ‘common interest’ perspective, which seems 
to be the approach that offers the best explanation for the sectarianization of Middle 
Eastern politics at the regional level. The focus in the first part of this chapter is on 
why and how the United States and especially its allies Saudi Arabia and Israel are 
seeking to contain Iran. In the second part of the chapter, the future implications of 
the potential sectarianization of regional-level politics are examined. 
 
According to many analysts, an informal coalition of states that are concerned about 
Iran is now concretizing into a strategic alliance.138 As will be demonstrated below, 
the United States, Saudi Arabia and Israel, as well as Jordan, Egypt and the small 
Gulf states, have clearly sought benefit from (using) the notions of the Shia-Sunni 
divide and the Rise of the Shia, among the functions of which are containing Iran 
and its allies, and seeing to it that those Sunni Arab regimes which are friendly to 
the US stay in power. It is, up to a certain point, in these countries’ interests to 
maintain at the regional level, to some extent, an arbitrary dichotomical divide of 
‘Sunni states’ and ‘Shia states’ or ‘moderates’ and ‘radicals’. Parallel to, and as an 
indicator of the ‘sectarianization’ of politics at the regional level, the presence of 
‘sectarian talk’ in regional politics and in the media has been observable and 
intensifying since 2006, although the emergence of this type of discourse was 
originally strongly prompted by the current war in Iraq. 
 
According to Ayellet Yehiav, the common denominators of Egypt, Saudi Arabia and 
Jordan are:  
 

“1. The perception of the threat posed by Iran and its allies, whether the threat is real 
or […] perceived. 

 2. The importance each country attributes to the Iranian nuclear issue; viewing the 
Iranian nuclear campaign as a way to achieve hegemony, involvement, and security 
in the region. 

 3. Urgently calling together […] the countries defending themselves against the 
challenge of a new representation of the regional narrative...”139 

 
Evidently, Israel and the United States share the same concerns with regard to Iran, 
as does the Middle East to a large extent. United by the same perceived threats, the 
Sunni-ruled Arab states are now deciding whether they should see Israel as the 
lesser of the two ‘enemies’ (Israel and Iran); as the Arab proverb says: those with 
shared enemies make friends. The following subchapters explore in more detail the 
motivations of the members of this recent anti-Iranian and anti-Shia ‘alliance’ of the 
United States, Sunni-ruled Arab states and Israel for containing Iran, and the 
potential benefits these states would gain from (inciting) a regional Sunni-Shia divide. 
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3.1 The Anti-Iranian ‘Alliance’ Examined 
 
The United States 
 
As Robert Hunter has put it, the United States will be “deeply and directly engaged 
in the Middle East for as far ahead as anyone can see”.140 In other words, the Middle 
East will continue to be a vital area of US national interest, and the entire region, 
especially Iraq, will remain a key component of US national security.141 The United 
States is, and will most probably continue to be for several years to come, the only 
external power in the Middle East and in the Persian Gulf that “concretely influences 
the security, politics and objectives of regional players.” 142  For the US, Iran, a 
‘middle power’143 is on the rise and threatens both regional stability and the security 
status quo, and challenges the American hegemony in the region. 
 
Ehteshami has stressed that the aspiration for regional supremacy is not a new 
feature of Iranian foreign policy.144 In the new geopolitical situation, however, this 
stands out more clearly than before. The Iranian nuclear programme is apparently 
the most visible sign of Iran’s regional aspiration for power. In the international 
context, the United States and the large EU countries have similar aims in their 
approaches towards the programme: They all seek to prevent Iran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons. The difference is that the EU-3 (Germany, France and Great 
Britain) see Iran’s nuclear programme as the problem, while the US administration 
regards the Iranian regime as the source of all trouble. Since the United States has 
not succeeded in gaining the backing of the United Nations Security Council for 
tougher diplomatic measures, the administration has resorted to several 
simultaneous strategies: prevention and isolation (by sanctions), regime change (by 
funding different opposition movements), rollback (i.e. threatening the use of military 
force) and containment (through alliances).145 Up to now, the United States has not 
been successful in demonstrating that the Islamic Republic is seeking to build a 
nuclear weapon and has therefore mostly opted for blaming Iran for intervening in 
Iraqi affairs and supporting radical Shiism across the region. 
 
In the given circumstances, the most effective strategy for geopolitically containing 
Iran is to assemble all its regional enemies in a common front. This is exactly what 
the United States has decided to seek: It is strengthening the coalition of its 
traditional Arab allies, led by Saudi Arabia, and Israel in order to counter Iran. 
According to Sick, the new strategy entails the United States granting certain 
benefits to the parties of the new anti-Iranian coalition. These include laying aside 
calls for democratization (already infamous in the region) and taking a more active 
role in the Arab-Israeli peace process. According to several analysts, the peace 
process – including the Annapolis conference in November 2007 – provides the 
Sunni Arab states with a ‘cover’ for cooperating with Israel.146 
 
Another benefit for the parties of the ‘new’ alliance4 is military aid. In July 2007, the 
United States announced plans to provide around 50 billion dollars worth of military 
aid and arms deals for Saudi Arabia, the Gulf Cooperation Council countries and 
Israel over a period of several years.147 According to analysts, the aim of the arms 
sales is “to reassure local countries that they can defend themselves better against 
any possible Iranian military ventures […]; to reassure the local governments of 
long-term US support, even as the US looks for ways to reduce its military 
engagement in Iraq […] and to try forging as many countries in the Middle East as 
possible into an anti-Iranian coalition.”148 Karim Sadjadpour has noted that the plan 
appears “to take a page out of Ronald Reagan’s Cold War playbook” by 
simultaneously attempting to “contain Iran and force it to spend money on an arms 

                                                 
4 The word ‘alliance’ is used here in a loose meaning. Other terms used by experts, each with different 
connotations, include ‘front’, ‘bloc’ and ‘coalition’.  
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race instead of developing its moribund economy, intimidating it into bankruptcy.”149 
Furthermore, another purpose of the military assistance ‘package’, according to 
Anthony Cordesman, derives from a view that a militarily strong Israel produces 
more regional stability than a weak one, which would be more prone to resort to pre-
emptive strikes and overreacting.150 Finally, in addition to the containment of Iran by 
military means and enhancing Israel’s security, an obvious advantage of the 
regional strategy, if it produces the desired outcome, is the stability of production 
and exports in the global oil and gas markets by virtue of fortifying the current 
alliance with Saudi Arabia and the other GCC states. 
 
For the United States, ‘picking a sectarian side’ in the new regional power setting 
has been easy because its traditional allies are on the Sunni side. One of the few 
problematic pieces in this almost solved ‘puzzle of regional hegemony’ in these new 
circumstances is Iraq. First of all, the United States wants Iraq to be strong enough 
to balance Iran, but this seems problematic in the current context where the US 
supports Prime Minister al-Maliki’s Shia-dominated government which, on the one 
hand, is weak in the Iraqi context and, on the other hand, is reluctant to pursue a 
tougher policy towards Iran. Another problem regarding Iraq is posed by the vague 
attitude of Saudi Arabia towards vigilance on its borders with Iraq, which allows 
Sunni groups (many of whom are Jihadist, including al-Qaida) that are mainly hostile 
to the US presence in the region to enter the country. Also, private funding is 
allegedly being channelled into the Iraqi Sunni insurgency from Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries.151 A third problem with the US strategy to date has stemmed from 
the fact that while the country has been diverting all its efforts into blaming Iran for 
fuelling the sectarian fighting in Iraq, it has not been capable of proving that the 
Iranian government is supplying arms to Iraqi Shia factions. Finally, but by no means 
least importantly, Sadjadpour has pointed out that the United States is concentrating 
more on the military containment of Iran and not on addressing the major challenges 
which are posed by Iran’s soft power and its proxies in the region.152 
 
Saudi Arabia (and other Sunni-led Arab States5) 
 
For the United States, Saudi Arabia is currently the most important Arab ally in the 
region.153 Saudi Arabia, as well as other Sunni states, also has concrete influence 
on US policies in the region.154 Therefore it is relevant to look at the country’s 
regional position vis-à-vis Iran from the point of view of the new US strategy of 
containing Iran. As Gause has written, “while Saudi regional policy can best be 
apprehended through the lens of classic balance of power politics, Sunni-Shi’i 
sectarian tensions overlay that policy and, perhaps more importantly, are the lens 
through which much of the Saudi public sees the regional situation.”155 
 
Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy, the fundamental goals of which Gause has identified 
as protecting the country from foreign domination and/or invasion and safeguarding 
the al-Saud regime156, relies on a strategic – economic and military – alliance with 
the United States. This alliance makes the two countries interdependent: the United 
States on the stability of Saudi oil production (not imports to the US) and Saudi 
Arabia’s elite on American military support. This is the main reason why Saudi 
Arabia, despite domestic resistance which it seeks to appease with anti-American 
rhetoric, usually supports US policies in the region. 
 
Gause has pointed out that the United States and the Saudis share the same 
overarching interest in blocking Iran’s regional ambitions, but they do not share the 
same views on how to achieve them. The clearest example is the US support of the 
al-Maliki government, which Saudi Arabia sees as a direct extension of Iran’s 
interests in the country and in the region.157  

                                                 
5 From now on also referred to as the ‘Sunni states’. 
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According to Yehiav, there seems to have been a conscious decision before the 
Lebanon War in 2006 among the Arab states not to “deal with the threats of the 
Shi'a axis and to avoid confrontation with Iran.”158 After the war, it was clear that 
among the Sunni states, Saudi Arabia principally took a more active role in the 
region.159  
 
In addition to an increasingly clearly-stated competition with Iran for regional power, 
there are three key concerns that have propelled Saudi Arabia towards a more 
dynamic regional policy. These are: Iran’s nuclear ambitions, Iraq and its Shias’ 
relationship with Iran and Saudi Arabia’s own Shia minority. 
 
• Regional (Muslim) leadership: The chaos in Iraq, the war of 2006 in Lebanon, the 
increasing regional influence of Iran and its allies (most visibly Hizbollah and Hamas) 
and the gradual lessening of that of Egypt have created a leadership vacuum in the 
Arab Middle East. Saudi Arabia now seeks to fill this space. After a passive period in 
its foreign policy, followed by the 9/11 attacks, Saudi Arabia has in a short time risen 
as the leading country of the “Arab Quartet” that was officially formed at the 
beginning of 2007 to represent the Arab side in the Arab-Israeli peace process.160 
One of the most visible examples of the Saudi invigoration was the relaunch of the 
Arab Peace Plan in the Arab League’s Summit in Riyadh in March 2007.  
 
According to Gause, Saudi Arabia perceives that Iran is trying to use the Arab-Israeli 
conflict to gain political support in the Arab world.161 This partly explains the Saudi 
efforts to revive the peace plan. The same summit, as well as the Mecca Agreement 
in February 2007, which led to the establishment of the short-lived Palestinian unity 
government of Fatah and Hamas, were widely seen as a demonstration of the 
efforts of Saudi Arabia to counter the Iranian regional influence by asserting itself as 
the new diplomatic and political leader of the Sunni Arab Middle East.162 As Terhalle 
has noted, “[p]ublic and international policy aimed at avoiding further escalation 
does not contradict but complement Saudi strategy.”163 
 
Relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which since the 1990s had been showing 
increasing improvement, deteriorated after 9/11.164 The main reasons for this have 
been the Iranian nuclear programme and what the Sunni Arab states perceive as 
Iran’s meddling in Arab affairs. Still, Saudi Arabia does not pursue direct 
confrontation with Iran and, with only a few exceptions165, the Saudi government has 
been cautious in its statements about the country.166 In the past 12 months there 
have been confidence-building measures between the two countries.167 
 
Meanwhile, Saudi newspapers have been growing increasingly critical of the rise of 
Iranian power in the region. Only recently, in November 2007, two Saudi columnists 
proposed both a joint defence plan for the Gulf Cooperation Council states “in order 
to confront Iran’s aspirations in the region and in order to create a minimal balance 
of power in the Gulf”.168 
 
• Iran’s nuclear programme: Since 2003, the Gulf Cooperation Council states have 
grown increasingly concerned about the Iranian nuclear programme. Mustafa Alani 
has held that the GCC states could not, under any circumstances, accept Iran’s 
regional ambitions as they perceive them. The good economic relations established 
with Iran during recent decades have been overshadowed by two nightmare 
scenarios, which are Iran as a nuclear power and Iraq under the control of Iran. 
According to Alani, the GCC states see Iran as an aggressive and expansionist 
state and are convinced that a nuclear capacity-equipped Iran would constitute a 
major challenge to them.169 
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There have been various kinds of ideas put forward in the past concerning a 
collective security arrangement for solving the Persian Gulf security dilemma. There 
are indeed obvious points of convergence on the political and strategic agendas of 
all Persian Gulf countries that give plausible reasons for both sides on this kind of an 
arrangement. They include membership of OPEC and of the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference, the Arab-Israeli conflict, and combating terrorism.170 The GCC 
has also been calling for a Weapons of Mass Destruction-free zone (WMDFZ) in the 
Gulf region.171 
 
Even Iran has been calling for a similar regional or sub-regional collective security 
arrangement, with Israel’s nuclear disarmament as a precondition for joining, 
however.172 Still, the GCC states, and especially Saudi Arabia, simply do not trust 
Iran and its official rhetoric. For example, the Foreign Minister of Saudi Arabia, 
Prince Saud al-Faisal, has publicly called for Iran to stop inciting ‘futile regional arms 
races’.173 In what has largely been seen as a response to Iran’s nuclear programme 
– or to Iranian behaviour relating to it 174  – and as a sign of the GCC states’ 
determination to balance Iran’s power by creating a strategic challenge – in 
December 2006 the GCC states announced their plans to conduct research on a 
collective peaceful nuclear programme.175 
 
Other Middle Eastern and North African states have also joined the ‘club’ of 
countries seeking nuclear power. During recent years, practically all Arab countries 
with a Sunni majority have announced plans or a wish to develop peaceful nuclear 
programmes. 176  As Joseph Cirincione and Uri Leventer have written, the main 
message to the West from these countries is political: “You are failing to contain Iran 
and we need to prepare.”177 
 
• Iraq and Iran: According to Gause, Saudi Arabia’s stance on the crisis in Iraq is 
driven primarily by concerns about the regional balance of power. Saudi leaders fear 
Iran will try to influence Iraq and the entire region, if and when the United States 
leaves the country.178 The worries associated with Iraq have a close connection to 
similar ones regarding Lebanon and even the Palestinians. However, compared to 
Lebanon and the Palestinian issue, Saudi Arabia has chosen a relatively passive 
policy towards the events in Iraq, and it is only in the past year that it has been more 
vocal, even menacing, in its calls for the United States not to leave Iraq too 
precipitately. 179  This has included King Abdullah’s statement that Saudi Arabia 
would support the Sunni community in Iraq in the event of a civil war breaking out 
after the US troops’ withdrawal and an expression of strong opposition to diplomatic 
engagement by the United States with Iran.180 At the same time, Saudi Arabia has 
supported the Arab League’s efforts to convene an Iraqi reconciliation conference 
since 2005.181 The country, however, does not trust the Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-
Maliki and regards him as biased towards both Iraqi Shias and Iran.182 
 
The Saudi leadership realizes the problems its relationship with and support for the 
Iraqi Sunnis could bring to its relationship with the United States. Influential Saudi 
figures and religious scholars have recently been calling for direct political and 
security assistance for Iraq’s Sunnis in confronting Iran’s influence in the country.183 
In November 2007, a collection of biographical sketches seized by American forces 
in a raid on an insurgent cell’s tent camp close to the Syrian border revealed that 
most of the foreign fighters entering Iraq were, in effect, Saudi Arabian and 
Libyan.184 Although there are no signs of the Saudi government directly allowing 
Sunni insurgents to enter Iraq – as there has been no proof of the Iranian 
government equipping Shia insurgents – and although most of the foreign 
insurgents are assumed to enter Iraq through Syria, several unconfirmed 
accusations have been made by both Iraqi and US officials regarding Saudi policies 
and support to Sunni groups in Iraq. Also, as was already mentioned, Saudi Arabia’s 
King Abdullah has pledged support to Iraq’s Sunnis in case of a civil war.185 Drawing 
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a line between insurgents and non-insurgents or supporting them and not preventing 
them from entering Iraq from its neighbouring countries are thus judgements that are 
becoming increasingly politicized: Who is held ‘guilty’ depends on one’s standpoint 
in the new sectarian balance of power game in the region. 
 
• Saudi Arabia’s Shia minority: Iran’s potential influence – direct or indirect – over 
Shia populations in Sunni-led states, such as Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Lebanon, 
has become an increasing source of concern for the Sunni governments in the 
region. It is not, however, the kind of direct influence that Iran has on some Iraqi 
groups, nor is it the kind of (mostly strategic) alliances that Iran has with, for 
example, Syria and Hizbollah that worries the Sunni states but other forms of 
‘echoes’ that the regional rise of Iran – and a Shia government in Iraq – are thought 
to produce relating to Shia populations around the Middle East. Sadjadpour and 
Nasr have both argued that Iran’s preferred method of spreading its power and 
influence throughout the region is, ironically, through democratic elections and it will 
push for transparent and accountable elections in all countries with an ‘oppressed’ 
Shia population.186 
 
In the past, Saudi Arabia has engaged its Shia through force: incorporation, 
adaptation and cooptation.187 It has opened the political sphere to a certain, rather 
limited extent for the Shia in the recent decade and a half. After 2003, both Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain have started a dialogue with their Shia communities and have 
passed some limited reforms.188 In April 2007, King Abdullah warned that fuelling 
sectarian tensions would threaten the country’s unity and security.189 
 
At the same time though, public anti-Shia sentiments are not actively discouraged. 
Saudi mosques frequently voice negative statements about the Shia and even call 
for jihad against them.190 According to Blanchard and Prados, “[a]nti-Shiite sectarian 
rhetoric has been a consistent feature of statements on Iraq and Saudi affairs from 
[…] Saudi clerics…”191 
 
No matter how subtle, playing with anti-Shia sentiments is like ‘Ali’s sword; it has 
two edges. As Gause has expressed it: 
 

“[The a]ppeal to sectarian loyalties – whether actively encouraged by the 
government behind the scenes or simply tolerated – contains its own dangers for the 
Saudi government, both in terms of its own domestic politics of dealing with the Shi’i 
minority in Saudi Arabia and in terms of its policy toward Iran. While hoping to blunt 
Iranian influence, not only in Iraq but throughout the region, Riyadh wants to avoid a 
direct confrontation with Teheran and remains open to cooperation with the Iranians. 
To the extent that political tensions in the region become increasingly and rigidly 
sectarian, the Saudi government loses the flexibility necessary to both block and 
engage Teheran simultaneously – that is to say, to play the classic balance of power 
game.”192 

 
This problematique applies to other Sunni-led Arab states as well. Ze`evi for 
example calls the (sectarian) strategies deployed by Saudi, Egyptian and Jordanian 
governments short-sighted in considering only the short-term political advantages. 
The dynamics, according to Ze`evi, “may lead Sunni publics to adopt more anti-Shia 
positions, and that sentiment may be reciprocated by the Shiites of Iraq and by other 
Shiite groups in the region.”193 
 
Israel 
 
Israel has, up to now, been a relatively passive, but beneficial partaker in the anti-
Iranian alliance. Israel’s interests have been proven to have a direct influence on the 
US Middle East agenda/policies; only the extent and source of this influence are 
contested.194 Israel agrees with the present US policy in the region, as it safeguards 
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Israel’s security and is in line with the country’s regional interests. These include 
ensuring that Iran does not manage to acquire a nuclear weapon, weakening Iran’s 
allies and proxies (Syria, Hamas and Hizbollah) and, in general, containing Iran in 
every way possible and on all fronts. Most importantly, Israel’s regional interests are 
fundamentally ‘asectarian’ in essence, although Israeli foreign policy discourse often 
includes similar sectarian elements to those of the United States and Sunni Arab 
states.195 
 
Israel’s problem with Iran is related to two broad issues and is thus easily definable: 
firstly, Iran’s nuclear ambitions and secondly, Iran’s proxies and allies. While Iran’s 
allies and proxies cause ‘constant trouble’ and pose serious security threats to Israel, 
mostly in the form of guerrilla and other types of asymmetric warfare, a nuclear 
weapon in Iran’s hands would mean a fundamental change in Israel’s regional 
power status: It would not only produce a nuclear deterrence balance in the region 
(which would not necessarily mean a less stable Middle East) but it would also 
considerably weaken Israel’s weight in the eyes of all regional actors. 
 
Israel’s policy towards Iran therefore “is to present the threat of a nuclear Iran as a 
challenge to the whole international system.” 196  Both the current United States 
Administration’s policies and anti-Iranian rhetoric as well as Iran’s President 
Ahmadinejad’s own rhetoric have actually been beneficial for Israel from this point of 
view. As a Chatham House report has noted, “Ahmadinejad’s statements from the 
second half of 2005 that Israel should be ‘wiped out’ and that the Holocaust was a 
historical fabrication have played into the hands both of members of the Israeli 
government and of pro-Israeli supporters of the Bush administration who argue that 
Iran represents the greatest threat to US and Israeli interests in the Middle East.”197 
Iran’s fierce anti-Israeli rhetoric also strikes a chord with the Israeli public, which 
largely regards Iran as a truly ‘existential threat’ to the state of Israel. 
 
Israel’s response to the regional rise of Iran has also included enhancing its military 
deterrent. The United States’ military aid package was one dimension, another has 
been preparing for a worst-case scenario in which Iran continues developing a 
nuclear weapons capability and acquires mastery of the enrichment process. 
Officially Israel has assured the public it is determined to stop Iran from doing this by 
any means, military strikes included, despite the obvious logistical problems it would 
involve.198 
 
Israel has also participated in the US strategy to contain Iran by warming up its 
relations with the Sunni Arab states. During 2007 there were unconfirmed reports of 
Saudi officials holding meetings with Israeli officials. At the Saudi elite level there is 
no kind of ‘phobia’ regarding Israel, but it is impossible for Saudi Arabia’s elite to 
announce any kind of dealings with Israel since it has no official diplomatic relations 
with Israel and even more so because of domestic opposition. 199  Furthermore, 
Jordan’s King Abdullah publicly announced to the Knesset in April 2007 that “we are 
in the same boat, we have the same problem. We have the same enemies”, 
allegedly referring to Iran, Hizbollah and Hamas.200 
 
As already mentioned, the renewed Israel-Palestinian peace process, according to 
many analysts, is designed to serve as a carrot for Iran’s allies in the region, as a 
reward for those who ‘behave themselves’. Another interpretation has been given by 
Yehiav, according to whom the Sunni-led Arab states: 

“would be very interested in being not only the United States' stick toward Iran and 
toward Iran's allies in the region, but also to present a positive agenda, to be a carrot 
for a certain purpose, if you will; and they do not hide this. […] Their goal is to 
encourage as much contact as possible between Israel and the Palestinians and to 
urge the peace process on the Palestinian side and press them to reach solutions – 
the sooner the better, and not necessarily according to the Road Map.” 201  
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In the longer term, all Arab states fear an American-Iranian reconciliation, which 
would result in a profound reshuffling of power relations in the region and allow for a 
Middle East ruled by non-Arab states (that is, the US, Israel, Iran and Turkey). 
Because of this, all policies and strategies that go against Iran, and which push Iran 
away from engagement with the United States, including the pejorative use of the 
term Shia, are to a certain extent considered useful by the Sunni states. Sectarian 
rhetoric, however, also has a national function in the Arab countries, which is related 
to controlling the Shia populations, be they majorities or minorities, appeasing or 
rebellious towards the local governments. At the same time, Sunni elites exercise 
great caution in their moves with regard to Iran due to the fact that a direct 
confrontation with the country is still the least desirable outcome for both Saudi 
Arabia and all the other Sunni-led states in the region. 
 
 
3.2 The Future of Shia-Sunni Relations in the Middle East 
 
What would a further sectarianization of regional level politics mean then for the 
Middle East? The question of leadership – both regional and national – is at the 
heart of the current regional Shia-Sunni struggle. Although the Arab publics still do 
not regard Iran as a threat to their security, as they do with Israel and the United 
States, their opinion does not count in foreign policymaking, and when it does, it is 
toned down one way or another. The Sunni elites are increasingly aligning 
themselves with the United States and Israel in order to counter what they call ‘the 
Shia challenge’ that materializes in the nuclear ambitions of Iran (which is believed 
to be seeking nuclear weapons capacity), in the country’s ability to exert influence in 
the region through its allies in Syria, Lebanon and the Palestinian Territories, and in 
the possibility that Iran would start voicing demands for free elections in the Arab 
countries – or that the proper Shia populations of these countries would demand 
them. These considerations have led Saudi Arabia to seek a leading role in Arab 
politics, while keeping other Sunni states on their toes. The new alliance will, 
however, be beneficial for all Sunni-led states, Israel and the United States, but only 
as an interim solution. 
 
The United States is determined to maintain its relative power in the Middle East. 
Playing a significant role in regional politics includes engaging in alliances in order to 
balance with different enemies. Bringing sectarian divisions to the surface has been 
a by-product of this game of power balancing at the regional level, and the United 
States has engaged in ‘the sectarian game’ both intentionally and unintentionally. 
The divisions forged by the United States are based on whether a country is 
perceived as an ally or an enemy (in the ‘US camp’ or in the ‘Iran camp’). For this 
purpose, the current administration has introduced the terms ‘moderate states’ and 
‘radical states’ as attributes of its own allies and Iran’s allies respectively. The 
rhetorical style is the same as that of the War on Terrorism: with us or against us. 
 
All in all, the current realignments that partly follow old alliances are paving the way 
for a new regional setting based on sectarian identities, in which the latter are used 
as tools of foreign policies but in which they also play a determining role in foreign 
policy formation. The anti-Iranian strategy of the United States and its allies in the 
Middle East is likely to translate rhetorical expressions, such as the Rise of the Shia, 
the Shia Crescent and the Sunni-Shia Divide, into political reality. It is not too far-
fetched to claim that sectarianism within Islam also has the potential to become a 
new ‘pan-norm’ for the Muslim Middle East both inside and between states, but this 
is more due to power considerations than the fundamental rift in Islam. 
 
Nevertheless, other factors point to a possible and even likely opposite scenario. As 
table 2 shows, the anti-Iranian alliance and the Shia-Sunni divide are not parallel to 
each other since the former does not take fully into account either radical Sunni 
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groups/actors, such as the Jihadist al-Qaida that act against the regional interests of 
the United States – and other states in the alliance – or moderate Shia actors, such 
as the present Iraqi government, which are US allies. The Shia crescent and the 
anti-Iranian alliance, in turn, are not equivalent because the former ignores the fact 
that Hamas is Sunni, not Shia. Therefore, because of the inherent incoherencies in 
the sectarian division of Middle Eastern regional politics with regard to US interests 
in the region, there is a possibility that the forthcoming presidential elections in 
November 2008 will introduce a new kind of tone and a new set of dynamics in the 
country’s Middle East policy. This might include a lessening of anti-Shia rhetoric and 
concentrating in a more pragmatic way, on the one hand, on the challenge Iran 
poses to the US and the region in geopolitical and military terms and, on the other 
hand, on fighting terrorists and other radical groups and movements. 
 
 
Table 2: US Allies and Enemies in the Post-Saddam Middle East during 
the Bush era. Muslim States/Actors. 
 

 ‘RADICALS’/’TOTALITARIAN 
THREAT’ ‘MODERATES’/US ALLIES 

SHIA 

• Iran 
• Hizbollah 
• Syria6 
• Radical Shia groups in Iraq 

and elsewhere 

• Iraq 

SUNNI 

• Al-Qaida 
• Hamas (Gaza) 
• Other radical/Jihadist Sunni 

groups 

• Saudi Arabia 
• Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon 
• Other GCC-states7 
• Yemen 
• Fatah (West Bank) 

Note: In the table, the name of a country/territory refers to its government. 
 
In any case, the importance of the ‘Iraq factor’ cannot be overemphasized in the 
potential sectarianization of regional politics in the Middle East. Both the United 
States and the stability of the neighbouring countries will be deeply affected by the 
developments in Iraq for years, if not decades, to come. Events in Iraq will also 
undoubtedly have a significant impact on how regional Shia politics are shaped. This, 
in turn, will have an effect on the Sunni states’ policies towards the Shia both 
regionally and domestically. 
 
There are also those who postulate that the US support of the Shia in Iraq is neither 
incoherent nor problematic and that the situation is actually beneficial for the US. 
Edward Luttwak has pointed out that key Arab protagonists on both the Sunni and 
the Shia side have now come to actively seek American support: 
 

“The Iraq war has indeed brought into existence a New Middle East, in which Arab 
Sunnis can no longer gleefully disregard American interests because they need help 
against the looming threat of Shiite supremacy, while in Iraq at the core of the Arab 
world, the Shia are allied with the U.S. What past imperial statesmen strove to 

                                                 
6 The Syrian ruling minority elite is Alawi, which is usually classified as a Shia strand but which is 
sometimes excluded in statistics, for example. 
7 Oman is governed by, and most of its population adheres to, the Ibadhi strand of Islam, which is 
neither Shia nor Sunni. 
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achieve with much cunning and cynicism, the Bush administration has brought about 
accidentally. But the result is exactly the same.”202 

 
Iran’s leaders, especially President Ahmadinejad, in turn, fervently seek to appeal to 
the pan-Islamic, anti-American and anti-Israeli sentiments of the Arab street in order 
to get the Sunni Arabs on their side. The Iranian leadership has avoided the use of 
sectarian terminology in foreign policy statements. This tactic, however, is bound to 
be poorly received by the leading Sunni elites in charge of the foreign policies of the 
Arab states in the region. As Sadjadpour has remarked, “Muslim solidarity has never 
transcended the Arab-Persian divide.”203 
 
How would a further sectarianization of regional-level politics affect Iran’s regional 
status? It is true that Iran has not been too successful in its relations with the Arab 
countries, neither in the past nor at present. Many argue that despite the fall of the 
regimes in Iraq and Afghanistan, the new geopolitical conditions cannot be deemed 
a success from Iran’s point of view: Rafael Fernández has noted that in addition to 
the de facto legitimacy of Israel’s nuclear arsenal in the eyes of the international 
community, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have allowed the United States to 
consolidate its military presence in the two neighbouring countries of Iran and 
extend it in others, such as Kuwait, Turkey, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. 204 
Nevertheless, the case is not so apparent. If the United States has consolidated its 
military and strategic presence in the region and around the country, Iran, for its part, 
has managed to take advantage of the situation: Proximity also renders the United 
States and its interests more vulnerable. Iran’s tactic has been, as Chubin has 
expressed it, to treat the US as a ‘potential hostage’, that is, to keep the country 
involved in the conflicts of the region so as to divert attention and efforts away from 
preventing the advancement of Iran’s nuclear programme.205 
 
There is yet another dimension to the current geopolitical struggle which is important 
to distinguish, namely the bilateral aspect of US-Iran relations. As Toensing has 
pointed out, neither a more profound understanding of Shia-Sunni tensions nor of 
the Shia aids in comprehending US-Iranian relations and the current confrontation 
between the countries.206 Currently, the two countries are so deeply engaged in a 
game of chicken, which paradoxically strengthens the Iranian Ultraconservatists’ 
grip on power, that it is difficult to envisage an abrupt change of policy on either side. 
As a solution to the strained relations, analysts in the US have argued that the 
country should pursue a policy of engagement with Iran; the remedy is seen to 
reside in either talking to the current regime or engaging and assisting the more 
moderate or pragmatist elements. The different approaches have a common 
element: the goal is ultimately to defeat the Ultraconservatists. Another aspect of 
US-Iranian relations is, as Takeyh has pointed out, that Iran’s core foreign policy 
objectives have, in fact, not changed during the Ahmadinejad era207, which means 
that they are not likely to change after Ahmadinejad either. This also applies to the 
nuclear programme.  
 
In its relationship with the United States Iran is, as Heidi Huuhtanen has expressed 
it, “negotiating on its accommodation in the new Middle East according to rules 
dictated by itself”, that is: on the inviolability of its government, security guarantees 
and a recognition of its regional power position. The US, however, sees that Iran 
should adapt to the rules dictated by the country or it will be forced to adapt.208 It is 
therefore unlikely that the United States and Iran will strike a deal ‘behind the Arabs’ 
backs’ in the near future. One indicator of this is that none of the leading presidential 
candidates for 2008 had ruled out a military strike as a policy option by November 
2007209, despite the fact that, as a result of the National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 
released in December 2007, it might take years, at the least, or alternatively a 
significant advance in Iran’s nuclear capabilities for the threat of a US military attack 
to regain the credibility it had during most of 2007. 
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Unexpected events during the latter part of President Bush’s term in office, however, 
might change the course of regional politics. In addition to the military threat, the 
danger of an involuntary escalation of tensions was clearly in evidence for most of 
2007, and if a US or Israeli military strike in Iran ever materialized, it would have 
devastating implications for the entire region and outside it (for example, for the 
global economy), as the overwhelming majority of experts in the West affirm. Most 
importantly, experts also insist that regime change would not be among the 
outcomes of a military attack against Iran, but that this would only strengthen the 
leadership’s grip on power. 
 
However, the likelihood of a planned military strike in the short term on behalf of the 
US or Israel saw a dramatic decrease in December 2007 after the release of the 
National Intelligence Estimate on Iran, which was deemed to have constituted a 
severe blow to President Bush and Vice President Cheney’s ‘war policies’.210 In 
addition to this, several other facts point to a more balanced relationship between 
the two countries in the near future. Among these are the slight Realist turn in US 
Middle East policy that has been said to have taken place since the Congressional 
elections in 2006; the gradual strengthening of the position of Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice, who is a well-known (Neo)realist, in the Administration, as well 
as the fact that the United States needs Iran in its endeavour to ‘solve Iraq’. 
Although not publicly admitted, the rounds of ambassador-level talks with Iran over 
Iraq, which started in 2007, are the strongest indicator of this.211 
 
The new anti-Iranian alliance has even been claimed to have already broken down 
at the end of 2007, as a result of the NIE on Iran, Qatar’s invitation for President 
Ahmadinejad to join the GCC summit and Saudi Arabia’s invitation for him to join the 
hajj, all in December 2007.212 However, no major visible signs of a clear change in 
this regard had yet appeared by the beginning of the year 2008. It is possible that 
the publication of the NIE and its aftermath will mark a period of relative 
appeasement between Iran and the United States and Israel, and especially 
between Iran and the Sunni-led states. According to some analysts, there are signs 
that the GCC states, impatient with the current US approach towards Iran and its 
nuclear programme, disillusioned about the peace process and fearful of a US-
Iranian compromise, have now admitted the new geopolitical realities and are doing 
their best do adapt to them in the most beneficial way possible and, ultimately also, 
doing their best to prevent Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon. 
 
So far, the crux of the problem with Iran for the US and other states in the region 
isn’t the country’s geopolitical position nor its nuclear programme, but the 
government (or regime) and its policies, its revolutionary rhetoric and what are 
perceived by other states as its regional ambitions.213 Therefore, from a geopolitical, 
geostrategic and even an economic perspective, the Iranian nuclear crisis will not be 
resolved by the current US policy of sanctions and demands for zero enrichment 
because the probabilities of a radical regime change (provoked by internal logics 
and forces) and a subsequent radical change of foreign policy are negligible. The 
forthcoming presidential elections in the United States in 2008 and in Iran in 2009 
might produce a positive change in the way in which the governments perceive and 
act towards each other. Still, before the elections anything can happen in the game 
being played by the hegemon and the challenger. The North Korean path could be 
one possible scenario. Other great powers, mainly Russia and China, might also 
introduce unexpected changes in the way in which Iran’s relations with the 
international community develop. 
 
Finally, an important issue in determining the course of regional politics is the US 
Middle East policy, which currently comprises a number of inherent problems and 
paradoxes: First of all, a transnational Shia identity is very unlikely to serve as a 
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basis for political alliances. Therefore it is argued that it is neither realistic nor viable 
to construct policies on scenarios that include Shia Crescent-type visions. One 
paradox is that the more the US pushes for democracy and minority rights, the more 
the Shias (and/or Islamists) in Sunni-governed countries will become empowered. 
This also translates into more regional influence for Iran, which is one of the reasons 
why it is likely that US calls for democracy will continue to be toned down in the 
future. This, in turn, is expected to lead to tighter authoritarianism in the region. 
Another paradox is that, despite the fact that the US and Iran tend to believe that 
their power ambitions cancel each other out, the two actually have quite parallel 
interests in the region: Both want the current Iraqi government to succeed, but do 
not want it to become strong enough to pose a threat to its neighbours. Both would 
also benefit from a better status for the region’s Shia populations. For Iran, the 
benefits are evident; for the US this would translate into more democracy in the 
region. The US and Iran also want a peaceful and stable Afghanistan and they even 
share the same ideas about how to achieve this. They are equally concerned about 
the political situation in Pakistan and are fearful of the consequences of the potential 
rise of Sunni fundamentalists to power. Both even share a common enemy – al-
Qaida, which regards both the United States and the Shia as its enemies. And 
ultimately, despite the findings of the NIE of 2007 on Iran’s nuclear programme, the 
US has still not solved the ‘Iranian nuclear puzzle’, which seems increasingly likely 
to linger as a legacy for the next Administration. These are the kinds of problems 
that the next US administration will face – and should seek to tackle – while 
adjusting its policies for Iran and for the ‘New, post-Saddam Middle East’, which will 
certainly be a Sectarian Middle East as well by all accounts. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
By way of conclusion, the set of issues and questions that this paper has touched 
upon will be discussed below. 
 
The point of departure for the study was the observation that the Shia-Sunni divide 
in the Middle East seems to be worsening in general, and the analysis itself 
concentrated on the phenomenon at the regional level. First, it looked at what the 
so-called Shia Revival stands for, how it has developed in the past few years and 
what this ‘revival’ means for the region. First of all, it is evident that the entire post-
Saddam Iraq is in the middle of a complicated and multifaceted sectarian – and 
tribal – clash. Partly as a result of the events in Iraq, the regional politics of the post-
Saddam Middle East also seem to be in the midst of a Shia revival: Iraq is ruled by a 
Shia-controlled government, Hizbollah came out of a war with Israel declaring 
victory, and Iran is acting with a new and bold assertiveness. 
 
Nevertheless, the shape of the phenomenon, and the way in which the related 
developments at the regional level are explained, have many dimensions depending 
on the viewer’s theoretical or philosophical background, political interests and 
sensitivity to questions of identity. Different meanings are attributed to the term Shia 
Revival: It can translate into the Rise of Iran or a Shia Crescent, which threaten the 
current regional status quo, or it can mean a chance for greater democracy in Arab 
states. The term also carries a normative dimension: Is ‘Shia power’ good or bad for 
the region? The answer depends on both the identity and political interests of 
whoever is evaluating the issue. Therefore there is no right or wrong answer to 
either part of the question; the Shia Revival means many things at different levels of 
politics and it can be viewed both as a negative and as a positive development. 
 
At the moment it is impossible to determine either the outcome of the war in Iraq or 
the Iranian nuclear crisis, and to predict what the US Middle East policy will look like 
in a few years. These and other factors will shape the political context between and 
even inside countries in the region and will determine to a large extent how the 
Shias will find their place in it. 
 
Secondly, the central question of the study was why the Shia-Sunni divide seems to 
be strengthening at the regional level. The main objective of the study was to 
identify which theoretical or philosophical school of International Relations provides 
the best explanation for the sectarianization of politics at this level. 
 
Of the three theoretical/philosophical approaches of International Relations that 
were examined in the paper, Neorealism was able to provide the best answer: The 
talk about a Shia revival at the regional level is essentially a response of the United 
States, the Sunni states and Israel to the new geopolitical situation that unfolded as 
a result of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The long-term desire for regional 
supremacy of Iran has become increasingly manifest in the post-Saddam Middle 
East. As a response, the United States has resorted to a strategy of geopolitical 
containment and it counts in the support of all its allies in the region to achieve this. 
Observed through the Neorealist framework, the United States has external reasons 
and the Sunni-led Arab states have both internal and external reasons for 
participating in creating a regional divide along sectarian lines. 
 
The study therefore suggests that the emergence of Shia-Sunni rhetoric at the 
regional level is partly a by-product of the regional strategies of certain key players: 
the United States, Saudi Arabia, Israel and also Egypt and Jordan. It is in these 
states’ interests to maintain at the regional level, to some extent, an arbitrary 
dichotomical divide of ‘Sunni states’ and ‘Shia states’ or ‘moderates’ and ‘radicals’. 
This strategy aims primarily at containing Iran’s power and strategic ambitions. Its 
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second function is connected with domestic distribution of power and other external 
and internal security concerns of the Sunni-led states in the region. 
 
Sectarian identity is not so one-dimensional, however. As the Social Constructivist 
school enables us to see, there is a two-way relationship in employing sectarian 
identities in regional politics. On the one hand they are used as a tool of power 
politics, but on the other hand they create realities, which then replicate themselves. 
IR Constructivists, in turn, stress the importance of identity over other considerations 
and emphasize the power of identity politics. Moreover, without an understanding of 
the history – both religious and social – of the Middle East, it will be impossible for 
Western actors to establish a coherent policy for the region. Sectarian divisions 
have surfaced in all Arab states in the aftermath of the war in Iraq, and they can no 
longer be ignored in policymaking. The contribution of Neoconservatism to an 
understanding of the sectarianization of Middle East politics, for its part, stems from 
the resemblance the current US policy in the region bears to it. Or conversely, at the 
moment this policy is still very much steered by a view of the Shia identity that is 
influenced by Neoconservatism. 
 
To summarize, despite the explanatory power of the Neorealist argument, the three 
different lines of explanation examined in this paper are, in fact, complementary and 
together allow for a broader understanding of the events currently unfolding in the 
region. In short, history and identities are mixed with, and in, geopolitics and are, as 
a result, producing a new set of dynamics for regional politics in the Middle East. 
 
The final question is whether it is possible that the Shia-Sunni divide will become an 
important factor in shaping state behaviour in the Middle East. The answer contains 
a caveat: It is possible and even probable that sectarian identity – both social and 
religious – will become a new pan-norm in the region, but other identities will still 
continue to play a role; some (tribal, religious, family) more, some (pan-Arab, nation-
state) possibly less. The weaker the state, the more likely it is that sectarian and 
other competing identities will gain ground. 
 
The Advantages and Disadvantages of a ‘Sectarian Strategy’ 
 
The second part of the study (Chapter 3) examined the formation of an anti-Iranian 
alliance according to a theoretical framework inspired by Neorealism called ‘the 
common interest theory’. Below, some further observations will be made on potential 
future consequences of the anti-Iranian alliance, should it materialize as such. A 
normative approach (good/bad), partly influenced by Western values, will guide the 
analysis here. The question is: what are, on the one hand, the potential advantages 
of this ‘sectarian strategy’ for the anti-Iranian alliance and, on the other, the 
disadvantages of a further ‘sectarianization’ of regional politics in the Middle East? 
Most of the advantages and disadvantages are linked to regional stability/instability; 
others have to do with Western democratic values. 
 
While examining the motivations inherent in the anti-Iranian alliance along the lines 
of the ‘common interest theory’, one must ask, how the United States and its allies 
(hope to) benefit from the divide? Why would these countries want to pursue a 
sectarianization of Middle Eastern politics? There are numerous (potential) 
advantages: 
 
• The United States is determined to secure access to the Persian Gulf by 

maintaining the alliance with Saudi Arabia and other GCC countries. 
Emphasizing the existence of a ‘common Shia enemy’ contributes to maintaining 
a power balance and a security order in the Persian Gulf which are in line with 
US interests in the region. This is because ‘the Shia’ provides an easy collective 
name for states and groups that go against US and Israeli interests in the region: 
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Iran, Syria, Hizbollah and, to a certain extent, pro-Iranian Shia groups in Iraq and 
the Sunni Hamas. 

• The Rise of the Shia rhetoric is a helpful rhetorical tool for the United States in 
seeking support for its policies from key Sunni governments, especially Saudi 
Arabia. These states have parallel interests in containing Iran’s nuclear plans 
and its regional power ambitions, but are just as concerned about their local Shia 
populations as they are about the situation in Iraq, or US and Israeli aggression 
against Iran. 

• By building an alliance of ‘moderate’ Sunni governments, the United States also 
hopes to align them not only against Iran, but to have them on the same side as 
Israel – peace between the Arab states and Israel being a final objective. 

• The United States would never in the foreseeable future end its alliance with 
Israel, and therefore positioning the Saudis and Israel on the same side against 
Iran, Syria, Hizbollah and Hamas – the main enemies of Israel in the region – is 
a logical solution to the problem. The alliance of the ‘Moderates against the 
Radicals’, which the US administration is currently forging, is therefore designed 
to cover Israel’s security and regional interests. 

• Israel has seen its regional position strengthen as a result of the recent 
geopolitical changes and is now ready to negotiate with both the Palestinians 
and Syria. Partly as a consequence of the rise of Iran and its allies, the 
importance of the Israeli-Arab conflict on the foreign policy agendas of the Arab 
states looks likely to diminish as less international attention is paid to the conflict. 
(On the Bush Administration’s agenda the conflict has only recently become a 
top priority.) As a consequence, the likelihood of a negotiated solution slowly 
increases. 

• Highlighting and exaggerating the Iranian influence on the Shia populations of 
Sunni-dominated Arab states helps the Sunni governments justify repressive 
domestic measures. From the elite’s point of view, this increases stability for the 
governments in these states and reinforces continuity of Sunni rule in the region. 

• There have been fears that Persian Gulf states might turn to other suppliers of 
weapons and related technology if the United States does not increase its sales 
to Saudi Arabia. Here again, a common enemy, Iran, is used to justify the deal. A 
stronger military also makes the al-Saud Royal Family more powerful 
domestically.214 

• Forging an anti-Shia alliance will not turn the GCC leaders’ heads regarding an 
attack on Iran, in which they would not directly participate by any means. 
However, as long as they perceive that the United States is on their side and 
against Iran, they are not in a position to object to any kind of military operations, 
although they might be the first to feel the direct effects of an Iranian retaliation 
(for example in the form of Shia sleeper cells). 

• As long as the Arab states are on the same side as the United States, the latter 
will allow the former to pursue their nuclear programmes without similar attention 
to that commanded by the Iranian programme. It still remains to be seen though 
whether the US will allow Saudi Arabia (/GCC) to acquire a nuclear weapon. A 
lot will depend on developments in the US-Iranian and Israeli-Iranian relations 
and, most importantly, on whether the US and Israel will go all the way to stop 
Iran from building a nuclear weapon. 

• Finally, as Constructivists point out, a common enemy is needed in order to form 
an identity-based group or to strengthen national identity. Enemizing the Shia 
also has this function inside Sunni-ruled Muslim states in the region. This aspect 
can be seen as a positive outcome from the point of view of regime stability. 

 
However, there are just as many problems for the anti-Iranian alliance – both actual 
and potential – as there are potential advantages in forging anti-Iranian and anti-
Shia policies in the region. The negative impacts include the following: 
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• The crisis caused by the Iranian nuclear programme will not be solved by waging 
sectarian divisions.215 

• The nuclearization of the ‘Muslim Middle East’ is likely if the Shia-Sunni divide at 
the regional level continues to evolve. This is because the current setting 
motivates Iran to pursue nuclear weapons, which will prompt Sunni Arab states 
to do the same. However, this scenario will only unravel if the US, Europe and 
Israel fail to stop Iran from acquiring a nuclear weapon. In addition, 
nuclearization does not necessarily mean the region will become more unstable. 

• According to some analysts, additional military armament will have negative 
outcomes in the long run because it is likely to increase the arms race in one of 
the world’s most volatile regions. 

• Drawing attention away from the Israeli-Palestinian problematique will increase 
frustration and cause further radicalization among the Arab publics although, on 
the other hand, diverting attention might eventually allow for an Israeli-Arab deal 
over Palestine. This might be a disadvantageous deal for the Palestinians, with 
Israel becoming the winner in this scenario. 

• The current alliance is based on a strong US presence in the Middle East and in 
Iran’s neighbouring countries. The US military presence in Middle Eastern 
countries correlates with the rise of radical and Jihadist Islamism, mostly 
Sunni.216 

• The US needs Iran in solving the crisis in Iraq, Lebanon and even in Palestine 
because of Iran’s close links with Shia groups in the two countries and with 
Sunni Hamas in Gaza. 

• The Shia-Sunni divide, as currently observed at the regional level, does not take 
into account the influence of other great powers in the region. In the future, the 
latter will increasingly counterbalance US power, especially in the Persian Gulf – 
the clearest example of this being the Russian and Chinese relationships with 
Iran.217 

• Visible American support (political, diplomatic, military and financial) for its Arab 
allies tends to delegitimize them in the eyes of the publics. Examples of this are 
the Abbas government, the Siniora government and the post-Saddam 
governments in Iraq. Visible US support can also constitute a rallying point for 
the country’s enemies and those of the local governments. Examples are 
constituted by Iran, Hizbollah and Hamas. 

• The Arab street still hails Hassan Nasrallah and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as 
heroes and shuns a stronger, if any, alliance with the United States. This is 
certainly the case as far as Israel is concerned. Sunni governments will have to 
work hard in order to justify their alliance with the US and Israel, if such an 
alliance is going to materialize more visibly. 

• Finally, perhaps the most worrying consequence of anti-Iranian and anti-Shia 
policies is the deterioration of human and political rights and liberties for Shias in 
all Muslim countries. In Sunni-dominated states, governments will be able to take 
stricter measures against their local Shia populations. The democratization drive 
of the Bush Administration has failed and security first-thinking is on the rise both 
in the West and in the (Middle) East. Combined with these facts, the Arab Sunni 
governments will use the fight against Iran’s regional influence as a means of 
justifying domestic anti-Shia and anti-Islamist policies, and this cover will suffice 
for the United States, even at the expense of moral considerations. Anti-Iranian 
policies, in turn, harden public opinion in Iran and enable the Iranian 
government/regime to justify hard-line policies against opposition groups as well 
as ordinary people. 

 
Despite the possible short-term stabilizing advantages, promoting sectarian regional 
politics is not a desirable development in the long term for any international actor 
that is seeking liberal democracy in the region. Around 60 per cent of the population 
of the states of the Persian Gulf are Shia218, and Iran, with a population of almost 70 
million, is around 90 per cent Shia, but the Middle East is still predominantly Sunni 
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and Sunni-ruled. Regional sectarianization – promoting it either actively or passively 
– would translate into hard times for Shias in all Muslim countries. At the same time, 
it would mean increasing instability all around the Middle East, mainly because of 
Iran’s responses to what it perceived as American/Israeli/Sunni aggression against 
its interests in the region. Saudi Arabia would also lose its ability to use the 
‘sectarian divide card’ for both engaging and containing – an important leverage it 
now has vis-à-vis Iran. 
 
Therefore, although participating in inciting sectarianism through an anti-Iranian 
alliance/coalition might now seem to be a convenient solution for the United States 
and its allies, in the long term, if things do not go according to US plans – as has 
tended to be the case in recent years in this specific region – this can potentially 
have very negative consequences for regional stability, as well as for democracy in 
the Middle East. Using sectarian rhetoric is definitely in the interests of most ruling 
elites in Sunni-governed states, but these elites and governments need to be careful 
not to provoke internal disorder or an Iranian counter-reaction inside their borders. 
Because of the strengthening of Iran’s geopolitical position in the Middle East, the 
region now needs Iran in order to recover regional stability. On the other hand, Iran’s 
future geopolitical success depends on other regional actors with conflicting 
interests regarding the region, especially the United States, Israel and Saudi Arabia. 
 
Sectarianism, were it to develop into a pan-norm, has the potential to precipitate the 
end of the present state system in the Middle East, no matter how strong this 
system might seem at present. In this sense, Iraq, with its many different tribal and 
sectarian rifts, has the potential to become the beginning of the end. If the Shia-led 
government succeeds in holding the state together, Iraq could mark the beginning of 
a new, more democratic Middle East, or at least secure the continuation of a 
relatively strong regional state order. 
 
                                                 
214 However, Israel fears “that a rogue pilot armed with one of the bombs could attack on his own or 
that the Saudi government could one day be overthrown and the weapons could fall into the hands of a 
more radical regime.” Cloud: ‘U.S. Set to Offer Huge Arms Deal to Saudi Arabia’. In any case, any 
major threat to regime stability is most likely to come from (Sunni) Salafi Islamism, not from the Shia 
minority. 
215 Chubin, for example, maintains that to solve the nuclear crisis, Iran’s nuclear policies should be 
understood in the context of Iran’s regional political and strategic ambitions. Chubin: Iran’s Nuclear 
Ambitions, p. 10. Sectarian considerations play a role in this but they aren’t the real reason behind 
Iran’s recent ‘rise’. 
216 Toensing points out that even “Islamization” has had a sharp sectarian edge, most of it consisting of 
the spread of (Sunni) Salafi radicalism. Toensing: ‘Persian Ghosts’. 
217 Paul Rogers asserts that in addition to the domestic arms industry, the unintended beneficiaries of 
the recent military aid plan will be Russia, China and al-Qaida: Iran will increase arms purchases from 
Russia, which is beginning to redevelop its aircraft industries. China would also be willing to sell more 
weapons to Iran. It is already supplying Iran with a range of missiles and the two countries have also 
concluded long-term supply deals for Iranian oil to China. Al-Qaida in turn will be able to use the arms 
deal party-nexus for its own propaganda ends. Rogers, Paul: ‘Weapons of mass consequence’. 
openDemocracy. 3 August 2007. 
218 63.6%. Calculated from Wikipedia ’Demographics of Islam’; statistics on Iran, Iraq and the six GCC 
states. 
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Additional note on terminology 
 
Policymakers, the media and all relevant actors in the West should be aware of the 
different connotations that the use of the word ‘Shia’ carries in Middle East Politics 
and International Relations in general. In the narrowest sense, the term ‘Shia’ can 
be understood at the regional level as an alliance of states, and in the widest sense 
it refers to all adherents of Shiism in all Muslim countries. The Constructivist 
‘transnational Shia identity label’ and the Neoconservatist warnings about the ‘Rise 
of the Shia’ have been attributed in a collectivizing sense to at least: 

1) states that have a Shia government or a powerful Shia group, 
2) Shia populations, often minorities, inside Sunni-ruled states, 
3) states with a Shia majority or even 
4) simply Iran(ians) or Persia(ns) (usually by Sunni Arabs/Arab states). 

 
Two examples of the confusion about what constitutes the ‘Shia Revival’ are the 
famous ‘Shia Crescent’ interview of King Abdullah of Jordan (mentioned and 
described in this study itself) and the equally famous quote by Egypt’s President 
Husni Mubarak who, in 2006, accused the Shia in an interview on Al-Arabiya of 
being almost always loyal to Iran instead of their own countries. President 
Mubarak’s remarks provoked a storm of denunciations from Shia leaders and 
compelled him to declare that he was referring to spiritual rather than political 
allegiance.219 In any case, Mubarak was clearly referring to Shias all around the 
region, not just to those in Iraq, Syria or Lebanon. The way in which the term Shia 
Crescent is usually applied also ignores the power potential of Shia minorities in 
some Arab countries (and in Pakistan) even though it includes an implicit warning of 
possible Iranian influence on them, which in most cases is not relevant at all. It is 
therefore important that the three categories outlined above – states with a Shia 
government or a powerful Shia group, states with a Shia majority and states with 
Shia populations in general – are always kept separate and distinguished from each 
other because they not only carry very heavy historical connotations, they also imply 
very different things. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
219 Khalaf, Roula: ‘Resurgence of Shia arouses ancient fears among Sunni’. Financial Times. 2 May 
2006.  
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