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book is Sectarianization: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East (Hurst, 2016).

Toward a Political Theory of Sectarianism 
in the Middle East: The Salience of 
Authoritarianism over Theology

Nader Hashemi

Abstract: In his critically acclaimed book, Th e Shi’a Revival: How Confl icts within 
Islam Will Shape the Future, Vali Nasr has suggested that traditional concepts and cat-
egories used to explicate the Middle East, such as modernity, democracy, fundamen-
talism and nationalism, no longer adequately explain the politics of the region.  It “is 
rather the old feud between Shi’as and Sunnis that forges att itudes, defi nes prejudices, 
draws political boundary lines, and even decides whether and to what extent those 
other trends have relevance.” In keeping with this argument, President Obama has on 
numerous occasions invoked the phrase “ancient sectarian diff erences” to explain the 
turmoil and confl ict in the Arab-Islamic world today. Th is raises the question how 
old is the feud between Shi’as and Sunnis and how far back in history can we trace the 
origins of sectarianism that is currently destabilizing the Middle East? Rejecting the 
paradigm of “ancient sectarian hatreds” this paper locates the roots of sectarian con-
fl ict in the late twentieth century and not in the seventh century. More specifi cally, 
the political context that illuminates the question of sectarianism is the persistence 
of authoritarianism – as the dominant feature of the politics of the Middle East – and 
the crisis of legitimacy facing ruling regimes that has followed as a consequence. Th e 
political mobilization and manipulation of sectarian identities, it will be argued, is a 
key strategy for regime survival and it is within this framework that the question of 
sectarianism can be bett er understood. Drawing on the literature of “ethnic political 
mobilization” and the literature in international relations that explains the regional 
rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran, the question of sectarianism will be analyzed 
as the function of the “broken politics” of the Middle East and not due to irreconcil-
able theological diff erences between Sunnis and Shi’as.
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According to political scientist Vali Nasr “it is rather the old feud between Shi’as 
and Sunnis that forges att itudes, defi nes prejudices, draws political boundary 
lines, and even decides whether and to what extent those other trends have rele-
vance.”1  Moreover, Nasr astutely observes that even though Shi’as comprise only 
10 to 15 percent of the 1.5 billion Muslim population, in “the Islamic heartland, 
from Lebanon to Pakistan …there are roughly as many Shi’as as there are Sunnis, 
and around the economically and geostrategically sensitive rim of the Persian Gulf, 
Shi’as constitute 80 percent of the population.”2  Confl ict in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Lebanon, and most recently in Yemen, and the sectarian and regional ten-
sions that have fl owed from these events, seems to give credence to Nasr’s claim. 
Is Vali Nasr correct and if so, how can we objectively interpret the rise of religious 
sectarianism in the Middle East today? 

In this paper I want to provide a tentative answer to these questions. First, I 
want to provide some theoretical background to the question of sectarianism in 
the Middle East by drawing on the literature on ethnic political mobilization to 
illuminate the question of religious sectarianism. I will argue that this scholar-
ship is useful in understanding Sunni-Shi’a confl ict in our contemporary world 
due to the functional similarities between ethnic and religious mobilization.

Secondly, I also want to discuss the recent political history of the Middle 
East that has contributed to the rise of sectarianism in the region, with special 
reference to the question of political authoritarianism. I argue that authoritarian 
regimes in the Arab-Islamic world deliberately manipulate sectarian identities as 
a way of defl ecting demands for political change and perpetuating their control 
of the state. Th is non-democratic political context is essential for understand-
ing this topic and the focus will be on societies that contain a mix of Sunni and 
Shi’a populations. In other words, according to a famous aphorism att ributed to 
Clausewitz, if “war is the continuation of politics by other means” then in the 
context of today’s Middle East: “sectarian war is the perpetuation of political 
rule by others means.”3 Finally, the geo-political context cannot be overlooked, 
and I turn to that in the fi nal part of the paper.

Religious Sectarianism and Political Mobilization
Th ere are at least three schools of thought in the social sciences that explain eth-
no-nationalist mobilization: primordialism, instrumentalism and constructiv-
ism.4 Th ey are useful in explaining the rise of religious sectarianism and political 
mobilization in Muslim societies given that most mainstream forms of politi-
cized Islam are religious forms of nationalism whose actors have accepted the 
borders of the post-colonial state and are fundamentally concerned with the 
internal national politics of their home countries.5  Moreover, Muslim sectarian 
discourses of power and their underlying paradigm of politics are “ethnic” in the 
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sense they are concerned with the politics of group identity where the group in 
question self-identifi es with religion as a key marker of its identity.6  

Furthermore, as the Harvard scholar David Litt le has writt en, there are sev-
eral other ways in which ethnicity and religion are connected.  In his survey and 
analysis of nationalist confl icts he observes that there “is a widespread tendency 
of ethnic groups in all cultural contexts to authenticate themselves religiously 
that lends plausibility to the term, ‘ethno-religious.’ ” He goes to note that in par-
ticular “cases it is artifi cial to try to distinguish too sharply between religious 
and nonreligious ethnic att ributes. In those instances where religious identity 
becomes ethnically salient, language, customs, even genealogy, take on strongly 
religious overtones.”7 Th is suggests that functionally speaking, ethnicity and reli-
gion are deeply intertwined and oft en overlap and mutually reinforce each other. 
Aspects of the Sunni-Shi’a divide, particularly between Iranian Shi’as and Arab 
Sunnis, support this view thus giving credence to the utilization of the social 
scientifi c literature on nationalism and ethnic politics in assessing religious sec-
tarianism and confl ict in Muslim societies today.

Returning to the three schools of thought on what we can now call “eth-
no-religious,” the fi rst school, primordialism, views ethnicity as a shared sense of 
group identity that is natural and deeply imbedded in social relations and human 
psychology. For primordialists, ethnicity is based on a set of intangible elements 
rooted in biology, history and tradition that tie an individual to a larger collec-
tivity.  Ethnic mobilization is tied to emotional and oft en irrational notions of 
group solidarity and support.8  In societies where other forms of social solidarity 
around gender, labor or class are weak, ethno-religious mobilization is oft en an 
integral part of political life.  One of the major criticisms leveled at primordial-
ism is that it does not explicate the link between identity and confl ict.  While pri-
mordialism has utility in identifying where ethnic ties are prevalent it does not 
tell us how it can be a factor in mobilizing identity during times of confl ict.  Th e 
existence of multiple identities among social actors suggests that they are oft en 
manipulated as part of a mobilization process into cause and eff ect scenarios.9

Instrumentalism, by contrast, suggests that ethnicity is malleable and is 
defi ned as part of a political process.  Th e idea of manipulation is thus an inher-
ent part of this school of thought.  By emphasizing in-group similarities and 
out-group diff erences as well as invoking the fear of assimilation, domination 
or annihilation, ethno-religious leaders can stimulate identity mobilization.10 
For instrumentalists, ethnic mobilization is a byproduct of the personal political 
projects of leaders and elites who are interested in advancing their political and 
economic interests via social confl ict.  Placed within a larger context of confl ict 
escalation, instrumentalism allows us to make cross-comparisons between soci-
eties with similar social cleavages.
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Constructivism adopts a middle ground between primordialism and instru-
mentalism.  Its proponents argue that ethnicity is not fi xed but rather a political 
construct based on a dense web of social relationships.11  Like primordialists, 
constructivists recognize the importance of seemingly immutable features of 
ethnic/religious identity but they disagree that this inevitably leads to confl ict.  
On the other hand, constructivists share with instrumentalists the view that 
elites and leadership play a critical role in the mobilization process; disagree-
ment emerges, however, on the degree to which these identities can be manipu-
lated.  In brief, constructivists do not believe that ethnicity/religion is inherently 
confl ictual, but rather confl ict fl ows from “pathological social systems” and 
“political opportunity structures” that breed confl ict from many social cleavages 
and which are beyond the control of the individual.12

With this as a backdrop, religious sectarianism in the world today becomes 
more intelligible.  Sectarian identities could not be politicized unless diff erences 
in beliefs, values and historical memory compelled religious groups to collec-
tive action around particularistic identities.  Th e critical question, however, 
that demands an answer is in explaining sectarian confl ict is: why now?  What 
explains the outburst of ethnic/religious confl ict at a particular moment in time 
and not before? Sunni-Shi’a relations, for example, were not always confl ict-rid-
den, nor was sectarianism a strong political force in modern Muslim politics 
until relatively recently. What factors contributed to this change? While the 
role of elites and leadership in society is particularly salient here in answering 
these questions, Vali Nasr has suggested that we must also take into account the 
agency of state actors in identity mobilization.13

In the past, theories of ethnic confl ict have generally treated the state as a 
passive actor in identity mobilization.  Th e standard narrative held that competi-
tion from within society among competing ethnic groups would inevitably shift  
to the arena of the state as these sub-state actors compete for control of various 
state institutions as a means of enhancing their power over rival groups.  Th e 
intensifi cation of these struggles would eventually lead to the weakness, collapse 
and failure of the state.  Drawing on research from South and Southeast Asia, 
Vali Nasr has suggested, however, that “far from being passive victims of identity 
mobilization,” states have a logic of their own and “can be directly instrumental 
in … manipulating the protagonists and entrenching identity cleavages.  Identity 
mobilization here is rooted in the project of power acquisition by state actors, 
not the behavior of societal elites or community actors.  Th ese state actors do 
not champion the cause of any one community but see political gain in the con-
fl ict between the competing identities.”14  Nasr’s insight helps deepen our theo-
retical understanding of identity mobilization in that it pushes the conversation 
beyond primordial diff erences and elite manipulation and focuses att ention on 
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state behavior and state-society relations.  Th is brings us to the national context 
that shapes sectarian diff erences in the Muslim world today.

National Contexts
While most Muslim majority societies are Sunni, comprising about 85–90 per-
cent of the total global Muslim population, Iran, Iraq, Azerbaijan and Bahrain 
are Shi’a majority societies.  Signifi cant Shi’a populations also live in Lebanon, 
Afghanistan, Kuwait, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Syria.15 Critically, what 
these societies share in common is that most of their political systems are decid-
edly non-democratic and various forms of authoritarianism dominate the polit-
ical landscape.  It is this overarching fact which determines the ebb and fl ow of 
political life and infl uences the relationship between sects, the rise of sectarian-
ism and the behavior of political and religious leaders.

Authoritarian states in the Muslim world have several distinguishing fea-
tures which infl uence sectarian relations.  Th ey suff er from a crisis of legitimacy 
and as a result they closely monitor and att empt to control civil society by lim-
iting access to information and the freedom of association of their citizens.  Joel 
Migdal’s concept of a “weak state” best describes these regimes.16  In his formula-
tion, based on an innovative model of state-society relations, “weak states” suff er 
from limited power and capacity to exert social control.  Th ey oft en cannot and 
do not control sections of the country, both within urban and rural areas, over 
which they claim sovereignty.  Moreover, they confront highly complex societ-
ies made up of a “mélange of social organizations” such as ethnic and religious 
groups, villages, landlords, clans, and various economic interest groups which 
limit the state’s reach into society and compromise its autonomy.  “Dispersed 
domination,” describes these states where “neither the state (nor any other social 
force) manages to achieve countrywide domination.”17 While the state is too 
weak to dominate society it is oft en strong enough to manipulate and to eff ec-
tively respond to crises that threaten national security and regime survival.18 

In weak states politics revolves around “strategies of survival.”19 State leaders 
and political elites are fundamentally concerned with both their staying power 
and staying in power. Th warting rivals who might threaten them both from 
within society and among various state organizations is a key political obses-
sion that drives and informs political decisions.  A common tactic to preserve 
and perpetuate political rule in a weak state is to manipulate social and political 
cleavages via a divide and rule strategy.  Th is gives ruling elites greater room to 
maneuver in the short term but oft en at the cost of social cohesion in the long 
term. Th is dominant feature of the politics of weak states also suggest why “state 
actors are principal agents in identity mobilization and confl ict in culturally plu-
ral societies, and the manner in which politics of identity unfolds in a weak state, 
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is a product of the dialectic of state-society relations.”20 Weak states, therefore, 
are more prone to sectarianism given that manipulating cleavages of identity is a 
dominant feature of their politics or as David Litt le has observed in his analysis 
of religion, nationalism and intolerance, “authoritarian states appear to draw life 
from ethnic or religious intolerance as a way of justifying the degree of violence 
required to maintain [and perpetuate] power.”21

During the 1960s and 1970s, in several Muslim countries, political opposi-
tion to the ruling regimes was in the form of various socialist, communist and 
left -wing political formations.  In an att empt to pacify these oppositional cur-
rents, Islamic political groups were allowed greater freedom of movement and 
association in the hope that they would challenge the popularity of these secu-
lar oppositional groups thus immunizing the state from criticism and scrutiny.  
Th e most dramatic case of this was in Egypt when Anwar Sadat released scores 
of Muslim Brotherhood members from jail and allowed exile leaders to return 
home.22 Similarly, in an att empt to enhance the capacity of the Pakistani state 
and solidify political control, General Muhammad Zia ul-Haqq launched an 
Islamization program in the late 1970s which despite its pretensions to Islamic 
universalism was in essence an att empt at the Sunnifi cation of political and social 
life of Pakistan.  Th is was therefore viewed as a threat by religious minorities in 
Pakistan, the Shi’a community in particular, who considered these policies detri-
mental to their sociopolitical interests.  Th e severe rupture in sectarian relations 
in Pakistan that soon followed was signifi cantly shaped by this development 
but as Vali Nasr has demonstrated it was also deeply infl uenced by regional and 
international variables as well.23 

The Geo-Politics of Sectarianism
Th e key regional development that deeply shaped the rise of sectarianism was 
the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran. Western-backed dictatorships in the Middle 
East, particularly Saudi Arabia, felt vulnerable. Th ey feared that the spread of 
revolutionary Islam could cross the Persian Gulf and sweep them from power in 
the same way the Pahlavi monarchy had been toppled. In response, these Sunni 
authoritarian regimes, primarily Saudi Arabia, invested signifi cant resources in 
undermining the power and ideals of the Iranian revolution by seeking to portray 
it as a distinctly Shi’a/Persian phenomenon based on a corruption of the Islamic 
tradition.24 Sunni Muslims, they argued, should not be duped by this distortion 
of the Prophet Muhammad’s message. Anti-Shi’a polemics in the Sunni world 
increased dramatically aft er this period and were backed by signifi cant sums of 
Gulf money. Sunni-Shi’a relations were deeply aff ected by this development and 
Pakistan was an early batt leground where this confl ict played out.25

Th e key international event at this time was the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan. Western support for the Afghan Mujahedeen, backed by Saudi 
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petrodollars, produced a Sunni militant movement that att racted radical 
Islamists from around the world, most notably Osama Bin Laden and Ayman 
Al Zawahiri. Th is constellation of forces aligned, and eventually morphed into 
Al-Qaeda. Th e ideological orientation of these salafi st-jihadi groups was decid-
edly anti-Shi’a both in theory and practice, butt ressed by a neo-Wahhabi reading 
of the world.26

Th e Iranian-Saudi rivalry is critical to understanding the rise of sectarianism 
in Muslim societies at the end of the 20th century. Both Tehran and Riyadh lay 
claim to leadership of the Islamic world and since 1979 they have batt led for 
hearts and minds across the Middle East, North Africa and parts of Asia.27 Th e 
Iranian-Saudi confl ict, however, has experienced an ebb and fl ow, and sectarian 
relations have mirrored this patt ern. It was particularly acrimonious during the 
1980s when Saudi Arabia strongly backed Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Iraq 
war. 1987 was perhaps the worst year when 400 Iranian pilgrims were killed in 
Mecca during a protest march at the annual Haj pilgrimage and the Saudi and 
Kuwait embassies in Tehran were att acked as a consequence. 

Following the end of the Iran-Iraq war (1988) and the death of Ayatullah 
Khomeini (1989) tensions gradually subsided and relations improved. Th e com-
ing to power within Iran of more pragmatist and reformist leaders such as Ali 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani and Mohammad Khatami led to a restoring of diplo-
matic relations and a cold peace was established that lasted for most of the 1990s. 
Th e 2003 American-Anglo invasion and occupation of Iraq marked a turning 
point in Iran-Saudi relations and subsequently in sectarian relations.

Th e toppling of Saddam Hussein aff ected the regional balance of power. Th e 
rise of Shi’a Islamist parties in Iraq who were allied to Iran was the key event 
during this period sett ing off  alarm bells among the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries. Th e subsequent Iraqi civil war, which aft er 2006 had a clear sec-
tarian dimension to it, further infl amed Sunni-Shi’a relations across the Middle 
East. Th e rise of Hezbollah in Lebanon was also a factor during this period. Its 
ability to expel Israel from southern Lebanon in 2000 and its perceived victory 
against Israel in the summer of 2006 increased its popularity and prestige as a 
revolutionary force on the Sunni Arab street. It was during this time period that 
King Abdullah II of Jordan, refl ecting a common concern among Sunni Arab 
regimes, spoke of a “Shi’a Crescent,” linking Beirut and Tehran, running through 
Damascus and Baghdad seeking to dominate the politics of the region based on 
a new brand of Shi’a solidarity.28 Th is brings us to the year 2011 when the Arab 
Spring marked another turning point in Sunni-Shi’a relations in the Middle East.

The Fear of Democracy and the Politics of Sectarianism
Th e response by most Arab regimes, (principally those of the GCC), to the Arab 
Spring is revealing. It serves to highlight the salience of authoritarianism over 
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theology in understanding the dynamics of Sunni-Shi’a relations today. Fearing 
that the demand for political change would sweep across the Arab world and 
destabilize their own societies, several of these regimes relied on a strategy of 
exploiting sectarianism to defl ect demands for democratization. Th is policy went 
far beyond simply invoking an alleged Shi’a threat emanating from Iran as the 
principle source of the problem. Th e response from these governments can be 
situated within the framework of Joel Migdal’s thesis, as discussed above, on the 
nature of “weak states” and the “strategies of survival” that defi ne their politics.

In writing about the House of Saud’s reaction to the Arab Spring, Madawi 
Al-Rasheed observes that “sectarianism became a Saudi pre-emptive count-
er-revolutionary strategy that exaggerates religious diff erence and hatred and 
prevents the development of national non-sectarian politics. Th rough religious 
discourse and practices, sectarianism in the Saudi context involves not only 
politicizing religious diff erences, but also creating a rift  between the majority 
Sunnis and the Shi’a minority.”29 Th is was made easier when only Shi’as in the 
Eastern province come out to demonstrate during the Arab Spring while similar 
protests in the rest of Saudi Arabia failed to materialize. Th e specter of an Iranian 
Shi’a/Savafi d threat was invoked and the usual Wahabi court ulema were given 
air time to issue fatwas against public demonstrations and to warn people of the 
wrath of God that will fall upon those who defi ed their rulers.30 Th e security 
forces were then brought in as backup to restore order via the usual tactics of 
repression that are common in non-democratic regimes.

Al-Rasheed, however, notes that it is wrong to characterize relations between 
the Saudi regime and its Shi’a population as a one-way street that relies exclu-
sively on repression. Th e House of Saud “deploys multiple strategies when it 
comes to its religious minorities and their leadership,” she observes. “Wholesale 
systematic discrimination against the Shi’a may be a characteristic of one partic-
ular historical moment, but this can be reversed. A political situation may require 
alternatives to repression. Sometimes repression is combined with co-optation 
and even promotion of minority interests and rights.”31  

For example, when ISIS bombed Shi’a worshippers on two occasions in 
May 2015, the Saudi regime strongly condemned the att acks and vowed to 
hunt down perpetrators. Expressions of solidarity with the Shi’a soon followed 
and were widely disseminated on offi  cial state media. Summarizing this strategy 
Al-Rasheed concludes that “it is important to note that there is no regular and 
predictable strategy deployed by Saudi authoritarianism against the Shi’a. Each 
historical moment requires a particular response towards this community, rang-
ing from straightforward repression to co-optation and concession. Th e Arab 
Spring and its potential impact on the country pushed the regime to reinvigorate 
sectarian discourse against the Shi’a in order to renew the loyalty of the Sunni 
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majority.”32 Th e mass executions in January 2016, including the prominent Shi’a 
cleric, Nimr al-Nimr, can be understood in this same context.

Th e story of sectarianism in Kuwait reveals a diff erent narrative, but the 
underlying context is the same. Political authoritarianism and the fear of democ-
racy shape the relations between state and society. Sunni-Shi’a relations can best 
be understood in this context.

Th e demographics of Kuwait are diff erent than the other GCC countries in 
that 30% of the population is Shi’a. As a consequence this demographic reality 
has contributed to more stable sectarian relations in comparison to its repres-
sive neighbors. Stability has also been enhanced by the fact that Kuwaiti politics 
have far greater democratic underpinnings than in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain or the 
United Arab Emirates. Competitive elections and a functioning parliament that 
can remove individual ministers and override the preferences of the emir, and 
based on a majority vote have been a part of Kuwait’s modern political history. 
At the same time, however, the cabinet is appointed by the emir, and they serve at 
his discretion. Th is has produced a unique dynamic where oppositional politics 
matt er, especially for the Kuwait monarchy where threats to its ability to govern 
can emerge from society (both from Shi’a and Sunni constituencies). Th is prob-
lem came to a head during the 2011 Arab Spring.  

While not as dramatic as the protests that brought down regimes in Tunisia 
and Egypt, Kuwait was also rocked by pro-democracy demonstrations. Th ey 
lasted for over a year, when tens of thousands of people were mobilized leading 
to the storming of parliament and the resignation of the government. A powerful 
opposition from diff erent constituencies emerged that challenged the al-Sabah 
family demanding a deepening of democracy. Th e regime responded by dissolving 
the opposition-led parliament and replacing it with a more compliant one. Arrests, 
intimidation and the removing of citizenship from political activists and opposi-
tion leaders marked a general authoritarian crackdown which persists until today.33

In analyzing these events, Madeleine Wells suggests that sectarian relations 
in Kuwait can be “bett er explained by addressing the regime’s increasing author-
itarianism than by international threats.  Rather than focusing on the rise of the 
specter of Iran in the region, and its ostensible local lackeys, the Kuwaiti govern-
ment is more focused on internal domestic challenges, specifi cally, the ongoing 
reformist demands of a vociferous tribal-Islamist-youth opposition that crystal-
ized during the Arab Spring. Without understanding this domestic oppositional 
context,” she argues, “it is impossible to understand the unique shape of regime-
Shi‘i relations.”34 

Th e crux of her explanation can be located in Kuwait’s authoritarian politi-
cal structure and the type of state-society political dynamic it engenders. Wells 
argues that “government policies have very litt le to do with Shi‘i ethno-religious 
characteristics or their perceived links to Iran. Rather, the extent to which policies 
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toward the Shi‘a are inclusive or exclusive depends upon their political opposi-
tional potential.”35 In Kuwait, this has proven to be a serious problem, post-Arab 
Spring, given the new assertiveness of the opposition. A divide and conquer strat-
egy that can weaken opposition to the Al-Sabah monarchy is what shapes state-
Shi’a relations today, not questions of theology or external threats from abroad. 
Th e primary threat is internal, rooted in a crisis of legitimacy, which have parallels 
in other authoritarian regimes in the Arab-Islamic world.

Conclusion
Th e key claim of this paper is that sectarianism fails to explain the current disor-
der in the Middle East. It was argued that the prism of sectarianism, rooted in an 
alleged enduring Sunni-Shi’a chasm, clouds rather than illuminates the complex 
realities of the politics of the region which have their roots in a series of devel-
opmental crises (both political and economic) that the region has been facing 
since independence. Th e policies of leading Western liberal democracies toward 
this region and foreign intervention have only exacerbated these problems. 

While it is true that religious identities are more salient in the politics of the 
Middle East than before, it is also true that these identities have been politicized 
by state actors in pursuit of political gain. Th e politics of authoritarian regimes is 
the key context for understanding this problem. In other words, there is a sym-
biotic relationship between pressure from society down below, which demands 
greater inclusion, respect, and representation, versus the refusal by ruling elites 
from above to share or relinquish power. Th is produces a crisis of legitimacy that 
needs to be carefully managed. Th e politics of sectarianism or sectarianization – 
the deliberate manipulation of religious identities – is a result of this political 
dynamic.

Notwithstanding the rhetoric we hear from Sunni monarchies or from pres-
idents-for-life in various Arab republics, most ruling elites are not politically 
embedded into a particular sectarian identity, even though their base of societal 
support might be.  Th e driver of politics is a not a defense of theological doctrine 
or loyalty to the collective interests of a religious sect. Th e core allegiance for 
ruling elites is to their political thrones and their various clients, whether Sunni 
or Shi’a, who can help sustain their power. 

As Madawi Al-Rasheed has noted, “sectarianism is not an inherent histori-
cal quality of the Arab masses.” Th ere are “sectarian entrepreneurs and religious 
scholars who continue to fl ourish in the present” by manipulating these identi-
ties in the interest of ruling regimes oft en at their request. Sectarianism, in other 
words, “is a modern political phenomenon that is nourished by persistent dicta-
tors whose rule depends on invoking these old religious identities that become 
lethally politicized.” In short, sectarianism does not explain the current turmoil 
in the Middle East, dictatorship does.
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