
CONTENTS

Acknowledgements x
Contributors xi

INTRODUCTION 1
Simon Mabon and Ana Maria Kumarasamy

Part I: The politics of sectarianism 6
Part II: Regional dynamics and proxies 7
Part III: De-sectarianization 8
Bibliography 9

Parti
POLITICS OF SECTARIANISM

Chapter 1
THE IRAQI PROTESTS: SLIDING INTO THE ABYSS? 13

Jinan S. ALHabbal
Introduction 13
The establishment of Iraq’s consociational political system 14
Iraq’s resilience: An overview of the protest movements between

2011 and 2018 17
Thawrat Tishreen: The October 2019 protests 20
Conclusion 25
References 26

Chapter 2
TAIF AT THIRTY: OCTOBER 17 AS THAWRA ALA AL-TSTISHRAQ 31

Madonna Kalousian
Igniting the Lebanese revolution 33
Thawra ala al- ’istishraq 34
From amnesty to amnesia 36
New electoral laws 39
New amnesty laws 41
Notes 43
References 44



vi Contents

Chapter 3
CARL SCHMITT’S INEFFECTUAL EXCEPTIONALISM IN THE CASE OF SYRIA 49

Samuel Peter Mace
Introduction 49
Carl Schmitt’s exceptionalism 50
Homogeneity 51
Sectarianism as a concept 52
The limits of sectarian governance and the Syrian state 53
Conclusion 57
References 58

Part II
REGIONAL DYNAMICS AND PROXIES

Chapter 4
THE DEAL OF DISCONTENT: SAUDI ARABIA, THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC
OF IRAN AND THE NUCLEAR DEAL 65

Olivia Glombitza
Introduction 65
The nuclear deal: Source of discontent 68
Saudi-Iran relationship 69
Saudi and Iranian foreign policy priorities 70
Frames, narratives and the projection of symbolic power 74
Strategic framing of the self and the other and the formation of narratives 76
Conclusion 81
Notes 82
References 83

Chapter 5
SECURITIZATION OF SHI’A TO ‘VIOLIZATION’: A RESPONSE TO THE
ARAB SPRING IN BAHRAIN 85

Samira Nasirzadeh
Introduction 85
Securitization theory and the ‘sectarianization’ thesis 86
Securitization of Iran as seen by domestic and regional audiences 

since 1979 88
Securitization through ‘sectarianization’ in Bahrain 89
Securitization through ‘sectarianization’ at the regional level 91
Successful securitization moving to ‘violization’ in Bahrain 93
Systematic ‘violization: A form of cultural and religious violence 96
Conclusion 97
References 98



Contents vii

Chapter 6
BRIDGING ETHNO-RELIGIOUS DIVIDES BY PROXY? NON-STATE 
SPONSORSHIP AND SECTARIANISM IN THE CASE OF THE SYRIAN 
DEMOCRATIC FORCES 103

Michel Wyss
Introduction 103
Studying proxy relationships 104
Theorizing non-state sponsorship 106
Sectarianism and proxy relations in the Syrian war 107
Utilizing non-state sponsorship to address sectarianism: The case of the

YPG and the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) 109
The YPG and the SDF - primus inter pares? Ill
Addressing sectarianism by proxy 112
Conclusion 112
Notes 113
References 113

Chapter 7
SAUDI ARABIA’S RHETORICAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE HOUTHIS AS
AN IRANIAN PROXY 119

Maria-Louise Clausen
Introduction 119
The post-Arab uprising transition in Yemen and its gradual collapse 120 
Identity, friends and enemies 122
The contested nature of the proxy concept 123
Saudi Arabia and the Yemeni state: Saudi Arabia as a friend of Yemen

and the Houthis as an enemy 124
Iran and the Houthis: Iran as an enemy to Saudi Arabia and the

Houthis as their proxy 127
Conclusion 130
Notes 131
References 133

Chapter 8
SECTARIANISM AND CIVIL WARS IN THE MENA REGION 135

Francesco Belcastro
Introduction 135
Sectarianism and regional involvement in civil wars: An overview 136
Aims and limitations 138
Sectarianism, states and foreign fighters 138
States and foreign fighters 140
Sectarianism, civil wars and regions 141
Sectarianism and civil wars: The case of Syria 143
The Syrian polity 144
The civil war 145



viii Contents

Conclusion: Civil wars and the sectarianism debate 148
Notes 150
References 150

Part III
DE-SECTARIANIZATION

Chapter 9
IRAN’S SOFT POWER IN THE GULF FROM THE ISLAMIC
REVOLUTION TO POST-INTRA-GULF CRISIS AND PROSPECTS FOR
DE-SECTARIANIZATION IN THE GULF 155

Nesibe Hicret Battaloglu
Introduction 155
Soft power: Its definition, sources and limitations 156
The rationale of studying Irans soft power in the Gulf 157
Iran’s soft power resources, currencies, motivations and application in

the Gulf region 159
Measuring soft power: Gulf public opinion towards Iran 163
Assessments on Iran’s soft power in the GCC countries: From the Green

Movement to the Arab Spring 166
Gulf assertiveness, Gulf crisis and Iran as a lesser evil? 168
Iran’s soft power and possibilities for de-sectarianization of the Gulf region 170
Conclusion 173
Notes 174
References 174

Chapter 10
POLITICAL AND DISCURSIVE DE-SECTARIANIZATION: RE-ORDERING
SAUDI FOREIGN AND DOMESTIC POLICY-MAKING 179

Umer Karim
Conceptual framework 180
Structural variables impacting upon the sectarian outlook 182
‘From sectarian to sectarianization: A regime strategy or a state’s ethos? 183 
Islamic revolution in Iran and politicization of Saudi Shi’ite identity 185
Sectarian and regional fault lines within Saudi politics 186
Transformation of state-sect relationship under King Salman 188
Changing discourses on the foreign policy front 192
Rapprochement with Iraq 194
Political capital above sectarian identity 195
Conclusion 197
Notes 198
References 198



Contents ix

Chapter 11
INSTITUTIONAL FAITH-BASED DIPLOMACY AND
DE-SECTARIANIZATION IN THE MIDDLE EAST: HOW TO
UNDERSTAND THE ROLE OF AL-AZHAR IN THE SUNNI-SHI'I
RAPPROCHEMENT? 205

Hossam Ed-Deen Allam
Early Muslim scholars’ approach to differences of opinion 206
Tracing the roots of the Sunni-Shi'i rapprochement 206
Mapping out the role of Al-Azhar in the Sunni-Shi'i rapprochement 207 
The significance of Shaykh Shaltut’s fatwa on Shi a Madhahib in 1959 ad 209 
Shaltut’s scholarly works 210
Shaltut’s impact on the path of rapprochement 211
Al-Qaradawi’s declaration of principles regarding Sunni-Shi'i

rapprochement 214
A critical assessment of the role of Al-Azhar in the Sunni-Shi'i

rapprochement and de-sectarianization 215
Conclusion 216
Notes 217
References 218

CONCLUSION
Samira Nasirzadeh, Elias Ghazal and Eyad Alrefai 227

Sectarianism is complicated but not unpredictable 229
Regional geopolitics of sectarianism and proxies 230
Moving from sectarianization to de-sectarianization 232

Index 237


