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Many view unrest in the Middle East through the lens of religious sectarianism, focusing 
on the Sunni-Shi’a split. The authors analyze sectarianism in the region, evaluate other 
factors that fan the flames of violent conflict, and suggest a different interpretation of both 
identity and the nature of regional unrest.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• Are assumptions about the immutability and intractability of a dualistic sectarian war between Sunni 
and Shi’a Muslims in the Middle East valid?

• How has such sectarian conflict developed and changed in the past 1,300 years?

KEY FINDINGS

Sectarian conflict is more political and social than purely religious

• The drivers of conflict between the Sunnis and the Shi’a are mostly political in nature, and political 
and social contexts inform the primacy of sectarian identity and the prevalence of sectarianism.

Sectarianism is a two-pronged phenomenon: internal and external sectarianism 

• Internal sectarianism is sectarian conflict or rhetoric on an intrastate level.

• External sectarianism takes place on an interstate level and involves a sectarian actor’s encouragement 
of sectarian divisions in foreign countries for its own political purposes.
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Sectarianism may not be the most important way to understand regional conflict, which can look solely 
sectarian in its most simplified form 

• The Sunnis and the Shi’a are not monolithic blocs—there is considerable intrasect discord and 
violence—so, viewing regional conflict through a strictly sectarian lens could be a major pitfall for 
policymakers.

Sectarianism varies between countries and regions, and it manifests itself differently in different places 

• Iraq has long been considered a sectarian state, and conflict over the appropriate representation in 
government along sectarian lines seems to be the primary driver of conflict.

• Although Iraq suffers from lasting sectarian divisions and a strong argument can be made that 
sectarian identity will continue to be decisive in Iraqi politics, there is nothing inherently intractable or 
immutable about the problem.

• It would be simplistic to refer to sectarian identity as the main source of the Syrian uprising against 
Bashar al-Assad or as the sole motivator of continuing violence.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• U.S. policymakers and war planners should avoid oversimplifications.

• The United States should not choose between the Shi’a and the Sunnis.

• Resolving local political issues may matter more than fighting sectarianism.

• The United States—in particular, the Army—should eschew policies that institutionalize sectarianism 
in local or state institutions.
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