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D E D I C AT E D TO A DA , C L AU D I A ,
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P R E FA C E

The mass protests against authoritarian rule that swept the Arab
world in 2011 have changed the Middle East, and perhaps the world,
forever. They contributed to the biggest global turmoil since the
collapse of the Soviet Union, a wave of demonstrations, economic
crises, and austerity measures with wide-ranging implications for
the future. 2011 was the “year of dreaming dangerously,” a year in
which various counter-hegemonic ideologies briefly challenged
the capitalist world-system.1 These protests included the Occupy
movement, which took some inspiration from the Arab uprisings,
as well as mass protests and strikes all over the globe.2 It seems as
if Arabs, and indeed young people across the world, had been
waiting for something to rally around, something that could galvanize protests. The Arab uprisings have reaffirmed the importance of people power, the sense that taking to the streets and
demanding change can really make a difference, and that the powerful are so only as long as people believe they are untouchable.
For decades, public discourse in the Middle East had been
cleansed of actual politics, deals were made in secret, crony ministers or royals—and there are many—could not be criticized. The
Arab uprisings changed all that, and a new Arab public sphere
emerged in which Arab autocrats could no longer feel safe. But
vii
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counter-revolutionary forces quickly swept through Middle Eastern streets, trying to divide the protesters along regional, sectarian,
tribal, or ideological lines.
The largest protest movements developed in the Arab republics
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen, where dictators were ousted,
while the Syrian uprising became more and more a civil war. In
contrast, as of 2013, no ruler in an Arab monarchy had to step
down because of the pressure exerted by his own people, even
though a youth movement arose in Morocco and protests in Jordan grew in 2012. In general, then, the monarchies that make up
the Gulf Cooperation Council, the GCC—Saudi Arabia, Bahrain,
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)—are
more often than not presented as stable, largely unchallenged by
the Arab Spring protests.3 The truth is, however, that all the GCC
countries have been affected by the Arab Spring and—with the
exception of Qatar and the UAE—saw protest movements
emerge. The regimes in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen may have been
key anchors of American hegemony in the region, in the “fight
against terror,” and in ensuring Israel’s security. But protests in the
Gulf states were even more threatening to American hegemony
than the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt because the states bordering the Gulf 4 contain about two-thirds of the world’s proven
oil reserves and a third of the proven natural gas reserves. They are
also home to major U.S. army bases, key buyers of Western arms
and increasingly important trading partners with significant
investments in Western economies.5
Bahrain almost experienced a revolution in early 2011. And
even those countries that did not see protest movements emerge
were transformed by security responses in anticipation of protest
movements, such as in the UAE. But Western political elites, and
both the Western and pan-Arab media, are for strategic reasons
often reluctant to discuss the protests and demands for political
reform in the Gulf. As David Cameron paradigmatically defined
the position of Western policymakers in April 2012, “Bahrain is
not Syria.”6
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This book tells the story of how the Arab Spring affected these
Gulf countries, above all Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and
Oman, and how Gulf regimes responded both at home and in the
wider Middle East to calls for political change. It is not a comprehensive history of the Arab Spring, or of everything that has happened in the Gulf states since the start of the Arab Spring. Rather,
it uses some of the examples of popular protest in the Gulf to show
that the legitimacy of Gulf rulers has been challenged profoundly.
Reacting to these historical challenges and demands for democracy, a fairer distribution of resources, and the rule of law, Gulf
ruling families and the regimes around them resorted to old tactics of denial, repression, economic largesse, and defamation.
None of the Gulf states initiated significant domestic political
reforms or managed to engage the emerging youth movements in
a manner that would pave the way for a stable future. While the
Gulf regimes often embraced the new politics and discourse of the
Arab Spring abroad, they refused to acknowledge that this new era
in Arab history also had a profound impact at home.
In response to the Arab Spring protests, the Gulf ruling families, above all the Bahraini and Saudi ruling families, have played
on and strengthened sectarian divisions between Sunni and Shia
to prevent a cross-sectarian opposition front, something that
seemed possible in the first days of the uprising in Bahrain,
thereby creating a sectarian Gulf. But while sectarianism in the
Gulf owes much to regime-sponsored or approved sectarian rhetoric, and a political campaign indiscriminately targeting the Gulf
Shia, other factors are at play as well.
The sectarian Gulf was encouraged by sectarian identity entrepreneurs,7 namely people who used sectarian identity politics to
bolster their own positions. A close look at their role indicates that
sectarianism was not just a government invention but the result of
an amalgam of political, religious, social, and economic elites who
all used sectarianism to further their personal aims.
Because the media are controlled, the sectarianism in Gulf
media since 2011 can only be attributed to decisions of political
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elites. But once sectarianism has become a viable way of tarnishing the image of political adversaries, it moves to all levels of society and becomes as much a bottom-up as a top-down process.
My interest in the new sectarianism sweeping through the Middle
East stems from my studies and travels in that region. After 9/11,
key debates focused on “Islam” as a “threat” to the West, the socalled Clash of Civilizations, and whether Islam was a refutation
of secularization theories and the idea that Western-style liberal
democracy and capitalism would prevail unchallenged—amounting, all in all, to an “end of history” as we knew it.8 Discussions of
Sunni-Shia conflicts were in many cases still confined to academia,
or to individual countries such as Lebanon, Iraq, or Pakistan. At
the time, I was not particularly interested in the differences
between Sunni and Shia, but more in the problematic image of
the Middle East and Islam in the West, and in the two wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan that were being waged in response to 9/11.
While the 9/11 attacks were carried out by an organization that
was virulently anti-Shia—al-Qaeda—they were mainly directed
against the West. It was only the civil war between Shia and Sunni
in Iraq after the fall of Saddam Hussein that really made sectarianism one of the key features of Middle East politics.9 And the
response of the Gulf states to the Arab Spring has reinforced this
situation, arguably making sectarianism in the region more
important than ever before.
In February 2006 I was studying at the University of Isfahan in
Iran for a few weeks to improve my Persian and to get to know this
important yet often misunderstood country. Much of the splendor
of Isfahan’s palaces and gardens stem from the sixteenth century,
when Isfahan became the capital of the Safavid dynasty. Sunni and
Shia split very early in the formation of Islam over the leadership
of the community of Muslims after the Prophet Muhammad. The
Shia do not recognize the first three caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar, and
Uthman, as successors of the Prophet Muhammad but rather see
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Ali, whom the Sunnis see as the fourth caliph, as the righteous successor after the death of Prophet Muhammad. Under Ali’s reign,
the party of Ali, Shiat Ali, split away from the majority of Muslims, who would become known as the Sunnis. Throughout
Islamic history, the Shia remained the minority amongst Muslims
and often lived at the periphery of empires and in opposition to
the powers of the day. But they developed a distinct school of
jurisprudence, a powerful clergy, and their own religious rituals
and festivities.10 It was the Safavids that converted much of the
Iranian population to Shia Islam and made Shiism the state religion in Iran. They did this in part by staffing the new religious
bureaucracy with Shia clerics from the old centers of Shia scholarship in Lebanon, Iraq, and Bahrain, where Shiism had survived
over the centuries.11
During my studies in Iran, I had the feeling that the selfunderstanding of the Islamic Republic of Iran and its political
problems stemmed from a number of factors: negotiating religion
and politics, resisting the secular legacy of the Shah and replacing
it with solidarity with the Global South and a nationalism inspired
by Islam, a disdain for Israel and America, and tensions between
the people and a repressive regime. All of this was in 2009 to erupt
into open conflict when the Green Movement attempted to
change the system through large street protests.12 But it did not
really occur to me that the state legitimized itself vis-à-vis the
Sunnis. Iran has its own sizable minorities of Kurds, Azeris, and
Baluchs, as well as Shia and Sunni Arabs near the Gulf coast.
These communities face discrimination of their own.13 The largely
Sunni Arabs in the southern Khuzestan province were also
inspired by the Arab Spring and protested in April 2011 to commemorate the memory of an earlier uprising there in 2005. They
were repressed harshly.14 Sunnis from the Gulf often ask why the
Gulf states should treat their Shia citizens better while Iran suppresses its Sunnis.15 Shia Islam is key to how state and society
function in Iran. But again, I did not get a sense that the main
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“others” were the Sunnis per se. A disdain for and ritualized bashing of America and Israel seemed much more important.
However, one morning in late February 2006, as I left the
guesthouse for foreign students and walked over to the language
center, things had changed visibly. The day before, Sunni militants
affiliated with al-Qaeda had entered the al-Askari shrine in the
Iraqi city of Samarra and set off explosives, causing the massive
golden dome above the shrine to collapse.16 The shrine is one of
Shia Islam’s holiest sites, as it is the burial place for the tenth and
eleventh imams that are revered by Twelver Shia Muslims. Twelver
Shia are the mainstream of Shia Islam and honor twelve imams as
successors of the Prophet Muhammad and leaders of the Muslim
community after the Prophet’s death.
The attacks caused outrage across the Muslim world, but particularly amongst Shia Muslims, and led to a renewed campaign
of sectarian violence in Iraq, including reprisal attacks by Shia on
Sunnis.17 The day after the attack, I saw along my route to Persian
lessons that pictures showing the crumbled dome of the shrine,
which every Shia Muslim knows, had been put up across Isfahan
University and indeed the town itself. Iranian media were outraged, and people were shocked by this deliberate attack on a holy
site. In the weeks that followed, I had many discussions in which
Iranians started to denounce al-Qaeda and its alleged Sunni backers in the Gulf.
Over the following years, I traveled to the other side of the
Gulf, to Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Kuwait, societies characterized by centuries of trade, travel, and migration that were heterogeneous and escaped easy categorizations. And yet, in the
discourse of their politicians and in the media, Saudi Arabia and
Iran had become reduced to “Sunni” and “Shia” countries that
were vying for influence amongst their respective sects in the
wider region. Although Saudi Arabia and Iran use religion to further their aims, the reality is more nuanced.
What distinguishes the new sectarianism from previous periods
of sectarian tensions is that rulers now make decisions on the basis
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of a sectarian assessment of politics. They think strategically in
sectarian terms, and shape their foreign policies in those terms. As
a result, majority Shia Iran is viewed as an infidel arch-rival,
although paradoxically followed closely by the Sunni Islamist
Muslim Brotherhood, which since its election victories in Egypt
and Tunisia has become the other enemy of choice for Gulf elites,
who attribute much of the same malicious transnational meddling
to the Muslim Brotherhood that they also ascribe to Iran. That the
discourse surrounding the alleged meddling of Iran and the Muslim Brotherhood is so similar, even though the interests and allies
of the two players are so radically different, nurtures the suspicion
that these allegations are often about finding a scapegoat to deflect
popular attention to an external enemy.18
As a consequence of the new sectarianism, sectarian violence is
increasing across the region, and the social fabric between Sunni
and Shia has broken down in many Middle Eastern states. While
the West has not directly taken up the sectarian rhetoric, it has
accepted the sectarian logic of marginalizing the Shia and by
default Iran. This is part of a larger scheme to isolate Iran, including by fighting a proxy conflict in Syria, and the United States and
the EU therefore do not heavily pressure their allies in the Gulf to
tame sectarianism.
Of course, sectarianism has for centuries been a driving force of
civil war and violence in Europe, the Middle East, and the Indian
subcontinent. In many ways a reference to sectarianism is often
meant to imply that the conflicts between religions and within
religions are based on ancient hatred, on an irrationality that
escapes analysis, and that the study of sectarian conflicts is futile,
since such conflicts are based on cultural essentials.
But the kind of political sectarianism this book talks about only
arises under certain conditions, particularly when it is coupled
with political economy, with the notion of who gets what, when,
where, and from whom. Political sectarianism in the Levante, for
example, was strengthened under Ottoman and French colonial
rule because of the institutionalization of sects in the political and
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judicial systems and through the disenfranchisement of some sects
and the domination by others.19 Lebanon has for decades served as
a reminder that political sectarianism and civil war are fueled by the
involvement of external actors, including former European colonial
powers, the United States, Israel, Iran, Syria, and Saudi Arabia.20
In the Gulf, the British institutionalized and ensured the survival of pro-British Sunni monarchies that became dependencies
of the British Empire in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. These Gulf monarchies were always dependent on
external support to defend themselves against larger neighbors
and against internal uprisings. When Britain withdrew its armed
forces from the Gulf in 1971 and Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE, and
Oman became independent from Britain, the Americans took
over as the Gulf ’s security guarantor. Henceforth, the three
regional powers, Iran, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia, competed even
more openly for power.21
A history of proxy conflicts with Iran after 1979 and a deep fear
of Iranian hegemonic ambitions in the Gulf lead to a paranoia in
the mind-sets of Gulf rulers when it comes to Iran.22 At the same
time, Gulf rulers harbor an equally strong suspicion of street politics à la Tahrir square that give people agency and voice, and that
is fundamentally at odds with the absolutist monarchical systems
they are part of. This explains why Gulf rulers were so afraid when
a mass protest movement with the strong participation of Gulf
Shia combined their fears of the Shia and Iran with a disdain for
street politics, and why they reacted to the Arab Spring with
repression and sectarianism that divided their societies into Sunni
and Shia “camps,” literally creating a sectarian Gulf.
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OIL, GOD, AND PEARLS

“The people w ant the refor m of the re gime!”
“We are brothers, Sunni and Shia, this countr y is not for sale!”
“No Sunni, No Shia, National Unity!”
—Chants in the Pearl Roundabout, February 16, 2011

The first time I flew to Manama, the capital of the small island
state of Bahrain, was in 2008, en route to do fieldwork on the Shia
in the Gulf, specifically those in the Eastern Province of Saudi
Arabia, which is linked to Bahrain via a causeway. I sat next to a
sixty-year-old American from the Midwest, who was heading to
the oil fields in Dhahran in the Eastern Province. I had never seen
anyone drink so much on a plane—he gave me the impression
that this was the last bar before hell and we had better make the
most of it. He would be taking a service taxi from the Manama
airport across the causeway and into the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, where alcohol consumption is a severe offense. As I was to fly
from Bahrain to Riyadh just three days later and then stay there
for several months, I thought it was wise to join him, the other
expats, and the few Arab professionals in the surrounding rows in
knocking back the complimentary whisky and gin while the lights
of the oil refineries lining the Gulf flickered below. He had done
1
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this trip dozens of times and knew all the oil fields and refineries,
from the south of Iraq and Abadan on Iran’s Gulf shore to Kuwait,
and down the coast to the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia and
Bahrain. There is perhaps no better way to understand the density
of the oil fields and the importance of the region to the global oil
industry than on a night flight, when the fires of the refineries
light up the sky.
Shia Muslims are strongly represented in the stretch of land that
we were flying over, though they make up only a minority of Muslims all over the world—somewhere between 10 to 13 percent of
the roughly 1.6 billion Muslims.1 Shia are the majority in southern
Iraq, particularly around Basra, where a large part of Iraq’s oil is
located and where Saddam Hussein brutally cracked down on a
largely Shia uprising in 1991 after the first Gulf War. The Americans watched that crackdown from the sidelines, but when they
invaded Iraq in 2003 the Shia of Iraq were brought to power, and
the Gulf Shia were able to reestablish old ties with their Iraqi counterparts, through pilgrimage, religious education, business, and
intermarriage, and were inspired by the political empowerment of
Iraqi Shia. If the Saudi ruling family saw the deposing of Saddam
as a historical mistake and an attack on the predominance of the
Sunnis in the Middle East, then the Saudi Shia minority in the
Eastern Province welcomed the invasion, telling the American diplomats in the country how relieved they were to see Iraqi Shia able
to live their religion freely and choose their own political destiny,
and that they hoped to achieve the same in Saudi Arabia, too.2
Along the Gulf coast of Saudi Arabia, stretching from Kuwait
down to Bahrain, Qatar, and the UAE, up to half of the citizen
population is Shia. In Kuwait, the Shia are between 20 and 30
percent of the population. They have long been allied with the ruling family, so many have become wealthy. In Bahrain, Shia make
up between 60 and 70 percent of the citizen population, and their
case is politically much more sensitive. They would have the
potential to overturn the political system both by street protests
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Percentage of Shia in the Gulf
Country
Iran
Bahrain
Iraq
Kuwait
Saudi Arabia
UAE
Qatar
Oman

Percentage of Citizens Who Are Shia
89
60–70
60–65
20–30
10–15
10–15
10
<5

note: No official statistics distinguish between Sunni and Shia
when estimating the number of Muslims in the Gulf countries. These
are estimates for the Shia population in the states with access to the
Gulf, based on the available literature and fieldwork across the Gulf.

and democratic means if they were to act as a cohesive group and
were allowed adequate representation in a democratic system.3 In
Saudi Arabia there are between two and three million Shia, the
majority of whom live in the Eastern Province, centered around
the two oases al-Ahsa and Qatif.4
It was next to these Shia settlements in the Eastern Province in
the 1950s that the Americans and their Saudi royal partners established new oil towns—Dhahran, Khobar, and Dammam—as well
as a huge compound for the Arabian American Oil Company
(ARAMCO), the formerly American and now Saudi-owned oil
company. This is where my seatmate on my flight to Manama was
headed. As he explained to me, laws were different in those early
days, and Westerners could do as they pleased. It was, according
to him, the only way one could live in Arabia, in a compound,
detached and protected from the Arabs and the desert surrounding them. Compounds and gated communities for American
expatriates were introduced to Saudi Arabia by ARAMCO in the
1930s.5 Most Westerners in the Gulf still live in such gated communities, with high walls and armed guards, deeply ignorant and
suspicious of what and who is beyond the walls and windows of
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their homes and offices. Wine made in bathtubs and pool parties
with DJs abound.6 And I was about to find this out firsthand, living in a compound in Riyadh.
But first, my seatmate recommended a hotel in Bahrain for me,
where he said he had gone for the past few years, one that was
reasonably priced, with decent food and a friendly staff. We parted
ways in the arrival hall in Manama, where travelers were separated
into three groups: one for Khalijis, Gulf citizens whose name
derived from the Arabic name for the Gulf, al-Khalij, with passports from the GCC states; one for foreigners, meaning Western
expats and visitors; and one for the mainly Indian and SouthAsian laborers that arrived with only a handful of belongings to
work for a few hundred dollars a month in the burning heat of
Arabia as construction workers on the palaces, skyscrapers, and
highways or as cleaners, waiters, housemaids, or even soldiers who
were relied upon to crush the occasional revolt.7 In 2008, the slogan of Bahrain was still “Business-friendly Bahrain,” and citizens
of Western countries were given visas upon arrival, a practice that
was made much more difficult after too many journalists, NGOs,
and researchers came to investigate the brutal crackdown on protesters in 2011. Perhaps it is needless to say that the slogan was also
scrapped after the 2011 uprising, being about as far removed from
reality as the slogan that was used to promote the Formula 1 race
in 2012: UniF1ed: One Nation in Celebration.
I took a cab to the recommended hotel. As I got into the taxi, I
wondered what the discussion with the driver would bring, and if,
like many modern travelers, I would see his opinions as representative of the current state of the country, if they would confirm
what I had read previously about the region. From the ring the
cab driver wore on his right hand, I knew that he was Shia. The
ring, which can be made of various gemstones and has references
to the oneness of God engraved, was a tradition first established
by the Shia imams. When I asked him about this, he looked puzzled. His typical foreign customers—Western businessmen, oil
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workers, and soldiers—generally were not interested in local religious and political affairs. He replied with a lowered voice, “Yes I
am a Shia, we are the majority in this country, but the ruling family is Sunni. Therefore, we have many problems with them.” I
would learn much more about the history and politics of the Gulf
Shia over the next years, but even this first conversation made me
wonder whether the political marginalization of the Gulf Shia was
not a ticking time bomb.
The hotel turned out to be an over-priced high-rise tower in
Juffair. I took a room and went down to one of the bars with
lower noise levels. Sitting next to me was a German couple. The
man was working at the Formula 1 racetrack and she in a local
advertising company. He previously had worked at the Hockenheimring racetrack in Germany, but as Formula 1 under Bernie
Ecclestone recast itself as a global brand, teaming up with new
cash-rich venues such as Bahrain, Abu Dhabi, Singapore, or
Shanghai, venues with almost unlimited budgets to bid for F1
races, the man came to seek his own fortune in the Gulf. Bahrain
was keen to promote its image as a liberal business center through
the F1, a plan that somewhat worked until 2011, when the race was
cancelled amidst the mass protests and the following violent
crackdown that occurred that year. In 2012 and 2013, the ruling
family decided to stage the race again, but the 2012 event became
a PR disaster, with foreign media highlighting police brutality and
the lack of reform in the desert island.8
After a while, the couple left and I returned to my room to
sleep. But the reverberating bass line from the music in the hotel
nightclub shook the walls of my über-kitsch room, thwarting any
attempt at sleep, and so I returned downstairs. The large nightclub
looked rather sleazy, with large mirrors on the walls. Two hundred
mainly African American soldiers were dancing to Dirty South rap
that a soldier doubling as DJ was playing from his booth high up
over the crowd. There were also some female soldiers with slightly
intimidating looks, and a few dozen Asian girls who tried to attract
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the soldiers’ attention and increasingly my own. I ordered some
whisky, and soon found myself talking to some of the soldiers, who
recounted stories about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the
dullness of life at the American naval base in Bahrain, home to the
headquarters of the U.S. Navy's Fifth Fleet. The Fifth Fleet is a key
cornerstone for the American army, and is responsible for naval
forces in the Gulf, the Red Sea, the Arabian Sea, and the coast off
East Africa. Though only a few hours had passed since I had arrived
in Bahrain, I had quickly found myself in the middle of the confusing set of strategic interests, resources, wars, and identities that
make up the contemporary Middle East. Bahrain and Saudi Arabia’s Eastern Province were at the heart of all of this, not least the
American hegemonic presence in the region, of which the soldiers
with whom I bought rounds of drinks were a most visible sign.
Three years later, on February 15, 2011, when I made another flight
to Manama, the world was quite different. Arabs were toppling
dictators across the region. Only a few days earlier, Tunisia’s Ben
Ali had fled to Saudi Arabia, where he remains in exile and is a
vital symbol of how contradictory the Saudi approach to the Arab
Spring has been. While 2011 saw protest movements from Chile to
the United States, Europe, and Russia, the Arabs were really showing the world how to mobilize and how to bring down dictators,
and the Egyptians had just ousted Mubarak from power. Even
still, politicians and analysts were busy consoling themselves that
Country X was not like Country Y, that Tunisia and Egypt were
exceptions in the sea of authoritarian states, that Syria and particularly Gulf countries such as Bahrain or Saudi Arabia could not
experience protest movements.9
A day before I boarded the plane to return to Bahrain, on February 14, 2011, one protester had been killed while trying to march
to the Pearl Roundabout, a central traffic intersection in Manama.
A bit frightened, I asked the two Bahraini women sitting next to
me on the plane what they thought, but they replied that I should
not be worried as there are protests all the time, and had been in
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Bahrain for decades. They were referring to the period of sustained
popular mobilization from 1994 onwards that did not stop until
2000–2001, when the new King Hamad reached out to the opposition groups, brought them back from exile, and promised profound political reforms, which were supposed to follow a National
Action Charter. Incidentally, this charter was approved almost
unanimously by a referendum on February 14, 2001. But the
promises of fundamental political reform were broken, as Hamad
Al Khalifa promulgated a new constitution that significantly differed from the charter Bahrainis had voted for, ensuring that the
ruling family maintained a tight grip on power and that the
elected half of the parliament had only limited powers. Also in
2002, Hamad Al Khalifa changed the name of the country he was
ruling from “State of Bahrain” to “Kingdom of Bahrain,” and
declared himself king rather than amir.10 The Bahraini regime had
intended to use the ten-year anniversary of this referendum as a
propaganda tool with planned festivities and advertisements praising the ten-year reform path posted throughout the country, but
this idea backfired.
At Manama airport, all seemed normal, and driving to the
hotel was no problem. But when I went to the Arab restaurant on
the rooftop of my hotel late that night to grab a bite, I could hear
sirens and the sound of helicopters circling over the city, and particularly near the Pearl Roundabout.
I had arranged this research trip weeks before, unaware of a
Facebook page that called for a Day of Rage on February 14, 2011.
I had wanted to interview veterans of the leftist, Arab Nationalist,
and communist movements in the Gulf. But when I met a friend
of mine for a late lunch on February 16, he understandably did not
want to speak about the history of popular protest and leftist political mobilization in Bahrain. Rather, he wanted to discuss current
events. And he wanted to go to the Pearl Roundabout, which was
now apparently controlled by the protesters and increasingly being
referred to as Tahrir Square, in homage to Cairo’s epicenter of

People rush toward the Pearl monument in Manama, Bahrain, on February 16, 2011. European Pressphoto Agency/Mazen Mahdi.
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protests. Protesters had gathered at the Pearl Roundabout in the
afternoon of February 15, after a second protester had been
killed, and his funeral procession on the morning of February 16
was attended by over a thousand people who walked from the
main hospital and morgue in Bahrain, the Salmaniya Medical
Complex, to a cemetery.11
My friend and his wife took me in their car that evening, and
we drove to the roundabout, leaving the old city of Manama to
our left and passing the skyscrapers of the financial district. But a
few hundred meters from the roundabout in the financial heart
of the city we had to stop; the roads were blocked, not by riot
police but by a sheer endless mass of empty cars. Thousands had
come out to witness what was going on. Unlike in Cairo, where
most protesters came by public transport, here most came by car,
and this added a whole new disruptive dimension to the protests.
When I pointed out to my friend that the mass of silent cars felt
like the start of a “car revolution,” he replied with a smile, “This
is the Gulf, after all.” We got out of the car and started walking
toward the white glowing monument at the center of the roundabout. Illuminated in the night the white pearl monument had
an almost magical appeal. In its center stood a sculpture of a
dhow—a traditional local sailing vessel—with six arches for its
sails, representing the six members of the Gulf Cooperation Council. At the top perched a simulated pearl, as pearl diving had been
one of the cornerstones of Bahrain’s economy before the discovery
of oil. Approaching the monument we could hear the voices of
thousands, the shrieking of megaphones, fanfares, music, engines.
What struck me most when we were finally standing on the Pearl
Roundabout was how relaxed everyone seemed to be. There were
thousands of people on the roundabout, and two had been killed
trying to reach here, but on that evening of February 16 it felt like
the most natural thing to bring your family to a demonstration in
the heart of the capital. Within a few hours, protesters had already
set up tents, screens, makeshift kitchens, medical centers, mobile
phone charging stations, and a podium for speakers.
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We first went to see my friend’s colleagues, a few dozen elderly
men in a large tent where all the different leftist opposition groups
were gathering. For decades they had been trying to “liberate”
Bahrain. Britain had been the colonial power in the Gulf since the
late eighteenth century, and it entered into a treaty relationship
with the Al Khalifa in 1820, which recognized the Al Khalifa as
rulers of Bahrain. Britain also established a Royal Navy base in the
country, the premises of which were taken over as the base for the
U.S. Navy's Fifth Fleet at formal independence in 1971. So while
the leftists had long fought an anti-colonial struggle, they were left
in the grip of the Al Khalifa ruling family, who like the other Gulf
ruling families were very much a product of British protection.12
The Gulf was a key arena of the Cold War, as both the Soviet bloc
and the “West” wanted to ensure control of its vast oil resources.
Leftist groups, from Arab Nationalists, Nasserists, Baathists, to
Communists, were very popular in the Gulf from the 1950s to the
1970s and constituted a genuine threat to the survival of proWestern monarchies. They had been particularly strong in Bahrain, Kuwait, the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and
Oman. Many Shia had been recruited into these movements that
promised equality with their Sunni comrades. Many of the Bahraini veterans had also fought in the Dhufar Rebellion in Oman
from 1965 to 1976. From there they wanted to liberate the Arabian
Peninsula and the Gulf countries, and finally the rest of the Arab
world and Palestine. But British colonial officers and their allies in
the Gulf ruling families cracked down hard on the leftists, and the
leftists in the Gulf eventually lost their popularity.13
This protest at the Pearl Roundabout was the closest to a proper
revolution at home they had ever gotten after decades of opposition politics, and they were politicians enough not to let that
opportunity go unused. One of the leftist groups—the Arab
Nationalist Wa‘ad14—was, along with the Shia Islamist alliance
al-Wifaq,15 the only political society that had openly supported
the February 14 protests. They would pay a heavy price for this in
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the months that followed, but on that night spirits were running
high. In the tent, there were some veteran political activists such
as Ibrahim Sharif, the secretary general of Wa‘ad and a Sunni
from a family originally from Iran. In front of the tent a group of
leftist shabab, young men, were gathering and had set up loudspeakers from which they were now filling the air with anthems of
the revolutionary Arab leftist movements: National liberation,
justice, freedom, socialism. They said they had been amongst the
first to arrive on the roundabout but conceded that they were just
a small group, and that the majority on the roundabout was
slowly being mobilized by the Islamist groups. While many of
them were Shia, I spoke to several Sunnis, both old and young,
who were on the roundabout and supported the key demands of
the protesters such as more power for the elected assembly and a
new constitution.
Amongst the rather small group of young leftists was a Sunni
woman, who reiterated the calls for democracy, human rights, and
dignity. Her appearance was a stark contrast to the ways in which
the protesters were later portrayed by the regime’s media as Iraniancontrolled, armed, Islamist, and purely Shia gangs. Three months
later I would meet her again, and she would tell me why she fell out
with the people on the roundabout and joined the pro-regime
protests.
I left the leftists and strolled around. Hundreds of tents and
mattresses had been put up in the first two days, and the protesters
were determined to camp out for many more. Within a day, makeshift kitchens with huge pots had been set up, handing out cookies, rice with shrimp from the waters around Bahrain, fruit, tea,
juice, and water. I was curious how this infrastructure could have
been put in place so quickly, and was told by a volunteer that much
of this came from the Shia mourning houses, the ma’tams or hussainiyyas, in the old town of Manama. There in the old lanes of the
capital, the Shia commemorate the martyrdom of Imam Hussayn
during Muharram and Ashura. Key to these public processions are

12

S E C T A R I A N

G U L F

the mourning houses, where throughout the year religious gatherings take place, and so their staff and volunteers are used to catering for large crowds. They had now moved their equipment to the
roundabout, and through this infrastructure made the protest
camp possible.
All this leads to the important question: Was this a “Shia” protest right from the start, or was a gloss of sectarianism imposed
later on by the state as part of its crackdown? The majority of
protesters were Shia—but the majority of citizens in Bahrain are
Shia. The demographic mix should not come as a surprise. More
important are the demands of the protesters that, at least in the
early days, were not sectarian. On that first day, the demand that I
heard most frequently was moderate: “The people want the reform
of the regime,” taking the slogan that had galvanized protesters in
Cairo and Tunis (“The people want the fall of the regime”) but
substituting islah (reform) for isqat (fall). Protesters demanded the
release of political prisoners, a lifting of travel bans, a new constitution, and respect for human rights. There were quite a lot of
chants already calling for the resignation of Prime Minister Prince
Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa, who had been in power for four
decades, ever since Bahrain gained its formal independence, making him the longest serving unelected prime minister in the world.
Indeed, his resignation became the key rallying cry in the days to
come, and pictures and slogans denouncing him were omnipresent on the roundabout.
At the start, reform-minded Sunnis could accept most of the
demands of the Pearl Roundabout protesters. And it was this early
potential for cross-sectarian mobilization around basic values and
demands that seemed most dangerous to the ruling family and
indeed the other Gulf monarchies. Bahrain has a history of SunniShia opposition cooperation, particularly in the era of the leftist
movements from the 1950s to the 1970s and, on a more limited
scale, in the 2000s.16 The uprising in the 1990s also saw some
cooperation between leftists and Shia Islamists. That uprising had
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many of the same demands as today’s protests, and was also partially a fight by the Shia majority to achieve more political rights
and counter repression by the regime.17 As the protest in 2011 progressed, some of the imagery became related to the history of Shia
political mobilization in Bahrain: there were posters of those martyred so far and of a number of political prisoners. Other posters
depicted martyrs of the 1990s uprising. Women sitting on the
grass surrounding the roundabout held up pictures of prisoners
who had been arrested in previous months and years. Many of
those prisoners would be released a few days later, only to be
arrested again in the crackdown that followed in mid-March.
From the beginning a large proportion of the protesters hailed
from Islamist backgrounds. Many of the protesters were supporters of al-Wifaq, the Shia Islamist bloc that had tried to work
within the current political system. Indeed, al-Wifaq held eighteen out of forty elected seats in the Bahraini parliament, but all
al-Wifaq MPs resigned on February 15 after the first protester was
shot dead.
On my first night on the roundabout, February 16, the secretary-general of al-Wifaq, Ali Salman, made his first appearance
there and spoke to the protesters. He had just come from a meeting with Crown Prince Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa, where
both sides had hoped to find a political solution, joint efforts that
would continue intermittently over the next month.18 But not
just members of al-Wifaq were present; there were also others
whose aim was to reject the monarchy altogether. Many people at
the roundabout were supporters of two banned Islamist parties,
Haqq and al-Wafa, who refused engagement with the state and
did not participate in elections.19 Hasan Mushayma, the leader of
Haqq, was still in London receiving medical treatment at the start
of the protests, and on the roundabout people were waiting for his
return. He returned to Bahrain a few weeks into the uprising.
Slogans painted on some of the tents and posters hung from
the palm trees surrounding the Pearl Roundabout indicated that
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Shaking throne in front of the Pearl monument on February 22, 2011.
Photo by the author.

another Shia group was also active on the roundabout, the socalled shirazis, a transnational Shia movement founded in the
1970s that derives its name from the spiritual leadership of
Muhammad Mahdi al-Shirazi.20 In 1981, the shirazis had planned
a coup to take over power in Bahrain, but the plot was foiled and
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many of its members were arrested. Though the shirazis always
represented a minority in the Bahraini Shia political scene,21 they
were the strongest political force amongst the Shia in the Eastern
Province of Saudi Arabia. Seeing shirazi slogans in the Pearl
Roundabout, it was not much of an intellectual leap to wonder if
some parts of the shirazi network might soon start protests in the
Eastern Province. And indeed, one day later, on February 17, a few
dozen youths held a silent demonstration in Awwamiyya, a village
that is a hotbed of the more confrontational line of the Saudi
shirazis.
Apart from the prominence of Shia Islamists, I vividly remember a few dozen young men at the Pearl Roundabout, sitting in
front of a projector. There were quite a few TV sets and projectors
around the roundabout, and people were often watching one of
the international news reports about the events in Bahrain, mainly
on Iranian-sponsored news channels such as the Arabic-language
al-Alam, since they were almost the only ones covering the events
at this point. But this particular group of young men was watching a football match, Arsenal versus Barcelona. Having lived in
northeast London for the past few years, I had become a supporter of Arsenal, even if not a particularly fanatical one, and was
intrigued to see the passion young Bahrainis had for this match,
even in the midst of this political struggle. Football seemed a welcome break from politics, and the crowd was enthusiastically supporting Barcelona, who were outmaneuvering Arsenal.
I left the Pearl Roundabout late in the evening, and went to a
hotel bar with a few friends. Thrilled by the joyful atmosphere on
the roundabout, I was energized and full of hope for the coming
days. At the time it seemed like a crackdown was impossible—
surely no one would commit a massacre with old women and
young children sleeping on the roundabout. In the hotel bar, the
soccer game was on in the background with only thirty minutes to
go and Arsenal still losing. I continued to talk politics with the
Bahrainis. They were optimistic but said that the ruling family
was strong and should not be underestimated; it would not fall
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like Mubarak in a matter of weeks. Suddenly, I heard a few British
expats shouting in the corner of the pub, as Arsenal scored twice
and won the game. The win added to my joy, even though the
older Bahrainis I was sitting with were not so interested in football, more in how they could finally transform their country.
I returned to my hotel around two in the morning, February 17,
to jot down notes about what I had seen, the unexpected scale of
protests. Just as I was about to go to sleep around three in the
morning a friend called me to say, “A massacre is happening! They
are attacking the roundabout.” I turned on the television and
opened my laptop but no one was reporting the news, and then
slowly the first reports emerged on social media. The next few hours
I stayed glued to the Internet, and after a while, some Englishlanguage stations were beginning to bring news feeds about the
crackdown. Al-Jazeera Arabic, though they had placed a twentyfour-hour feed on Cairo’s Tahrir Square, was not reporting this
story, as the Qataris were nervous about protests spreading in the
Gulf states.22
Four battalions—the police, the National Security Agency, the
Ministry of Interior Criminal Investigations Department, and the
Bahrain Defence Force Intelligence—had surrounded the whole
area of the Pearl Roundabout, with more Bahrain Defence Force
units waiting in the vicinity. A few minutes after urging people to
leave the roundabout they moved in from all sides and attacked
the protesters with tear gas and rubber bullets, killing three and
injuring dozens. They razed the tent city to the ground, burning
what was left behind.23 The Gulf Spring was over before it really
started, and the Gulf monarchies had proven that they would
shoot their own citizens if they were too vocal in demanding
reform. But much worse was yet to come.
Within the space of a day, I had arrived in Bahrain to witness
the beginnings of a revolution, political discussions about the
future of this country, and protests at the Pearl Roundabout, and
then seen the brutal start of the counter-revolution that would
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soon engulf other countries in the region. It was hard to sleep that
night in downtown Manama, as the Western-made helicopters
buzzed over my hotel and the Twitter-feed filled with horrific
news and grim pictures. The image that came to symbolize that
night’s events was a photo of a skull cracked open by a shotgun
pellet fired from close range, with the brains spilling out.
Counter-revolution is scarier than revolution, particularly if the
revolution is as velvet as it had felt on the roundabout, and so I
locked my hotel door as well as I could.

2
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Bahrain is “pound for pound, man for man, the best ally the
United States has anywhere in the world.”
—William Crowe, former Middle East force commander and
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff1

The mass protests in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, and Bahrain, and the
fear that protests could erupt in other Gulf states, put all the Gulf
ruling families at high alert. Small protests in Oman had started in
January 2011, and Saudi Arabia and Kuwait experienced small protests in the following weeks. Regime responses differed from country to country. In Saudi Arabia it was cooptation, repression, and
sectarian rhetoric. The sultan of Oman mixed repression with
reform, initiating some changes immediately. Kuwait became
embroiled in an internal protest movement led largely by Sunnis
and stateless people, the Bidun, while Kuwaiti Shia mobilized in
support of the protests in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. Only Qatar
and the UAE saw no protest movements emerge, but there were
vocal demands for change. In the UAE, the regime’s response was
repressive, particularly against human rights activists and the local
branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. Qatar largely deflected political
demands at home by playing a key role in the Arab Spring through
18
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its military involvement in Libya, its support for the S yrian rebels,
and particularly through Al-Jazeera, which is funded by Qatar and
whose coverage proved key in the ousting of Mubarak of Egypt.
In Bahrain, the Al Khalifa ruling family reacted with repression
and contacted their allies in the other Gulf capitals. They got support from the UAE as well as from Qatar, Oman, and Kuwait, but
it was several hundred miles more inroad into the Arabian Desert,
in the Saudi capital of Riyadh, that their calls were most clearly
heard and understood. To the Al Saud ruling family, Bahrain had
always been like a part of Saudi Arabia, reliant on the Saudis for
its economy and, increasingly, its security. They shared with the Al
Khalifa the view of a Shia threat that was somehow inspired or
supported by Iran to gain a foothold in the GCC—something
they could not allow. What was particularly worrisome to the Saudis was not just the prospect of a constitutional monarchy or real
democracy developing in neighboring Bahrain, but the fear that
protests in Bahrain could embolden the Shia in the Eastern Province to rise up and demand more rights, a move that could eventually also lead other Saudi citizens to voice their demands. In
fact, the Saudi response to the whole Arab Spring, both at home
and abroad, was based on the fear that an opposition to the ruling
family could emerge that would unite Sunni and Shia. To undermine such a cross-sectarian movement, the ruling family increasingly played on sectarian fears to redirect criticism of domestic
politics toward a nationalist rhetoric against Iran and the regime
of Bashar al-Assad in Syria.2
Turning their eyes to Syria, both the Gulf states and Iran
painted the uprising there in a sectarian light, connecting these
different conflicts in the eyes of many to a larger sectarian struggle
pitting Sunni against Shia (and Shia sects such as the Alawites).3
To understand the origins of the assumed “Shia threat” or “Shiaphobia”4 and the Gulf rulers’ paranoia about Iranian interference
“in internal affairs,” as GCC politicians like to put it,5 one has to
look back to the tensions that followed the Iranian Revolution
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and eventually led to the Saudi-Iranian cold war in the Middle
East. Saudi Arabia and Iran are natural geopolitical rivals in the
Gulf region because of their size and oil wealth, and their rivalry
precedes the 1979 Iranian Revolution, before which both countries were key U.S. allies. Much of their enmity is about geopolitics rather than religion, and reducing it to a Sunni-Shia conflict is
too simplistic. Nonetheless both sides in this power struggle are
using religion as rhetoric and a foreign policy tool.
After the Iranian Revolution, Iran attempted to rival Saudi Arabia as leader of the community of Muslim believers. Its efforts
were largely unsuccessful, and eventually its revolutionary model
appealed mainly to the Shia. In the 1980s bilateral relations were
extremely tense, not least because Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
states bankrolled Iraq in its war against Iran. But after the death of
Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989 relations improved. In the 1990s, several of the Gulf states, including Saudi Arabia, had sought to partially defuse tensions with Iran.6 But with the beginning of the
Arab Spring and the threat of protests at home, Saudi Arabia and
Bahrain—and by default most other Gulf states—again adopted
the sectarian threat narrative as a key discourse to delegitimize
popular protests, once again worsening GCC-Iranian relations.
This is all to say that it is more useful to look at how religion is
used and manipulated by elites to political ends, rather than
explain the conflicts plaguing the region solely through references
to an age-old schism at the heart of Islam.
Over the past decades sect has become more relevant as a marker
of identity in mixed Middle Eastern societies. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 gave hopes to Arab Shia Islamist movements, particularly in the Gulf, Iraq, and Lebanon.7 It also turned Iran from an
ally to a foe of the West and the Arab Gulf monarchies, and led
some of them to champion Sunni Islamism against Iranian claims
to lead the umma, the community of Muslim believers.
The rise to power of Shia Islamist movements in Lebanon and the
empowerment of Iraqi Shia after 2003 undermined the long-held
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assumption that Arab Shia would never play a significant political
role and increased the aspirations of Gulf Shia. The sectarian violence in Iraq after the U.S.-led invasion in 2003 harmed sectarian
relations across the region. The sectarian Gulf is partly a product of
local fallouts related to these larger regional events, the Iranian Revolution and the civil war in Iraq, as well as to the Saudi-Iranian
rivalry. But it is also a distinct reaction to the Arab Spring, a conscious and dangerous manipulation of sectarian identities by ruling
families and regimes to ensure their political survival.
Because of the interpretation of Islam that dominates Saudi
public discourse, the Wahhabiyya, Saudi Arabia is the center of
doctrinal anti-Shiism. Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, a religious scholar from the central Arabian Najd region and founder
of the Wahhabiyya, established an alliance with the Al Saud
dynasty in the mid-eighteenth century. The Wahhabi ideology
sought to purify Islam and eradicate what was perceived as deviations from the true Islam.8 A preferred target for their religious
zeal was Shia Muslims, particularly those living in the east of the
Arabian Peninsula. The Saudi-Wahhabi forces repeatedly conquered this fertile area, and it has been part of the Saudi realm
since they drove the Ottoman garrison out in 1913.9 Anti-Shiism
remains until this day one of the fundamentals of the Wahhabi
interpretation of Islam, and of the domestic and foreign policies
of the Saudi state. Fatwas and pamphlets against the Shia and
other supposedly heretical sects continued to be produced by
leading Saudi clerics throughout the twentieth century and were
widely disseminated in Saudi Arabia, informing public opinion
there. Because of Saudi Arabia’s central position in the Muslim
world as guardian of the two holy places of Islam, Mecca and
Medina, and because of the strength of the Saudi media empire,
these anti-Shia edicts gained importance way beyond Saudi Arabia, influencing salafi-jihadi groups and fueling sectarian conflict
around the world.10 While many of these edicts focus on doctrinal
issues, some target the local Shia communities directly.11
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The Saudi Twelver Shia are mainly concentrated in Qatif and
al-Ahsa. The coastal towns Safwa to the north and Saihat to the
south and the island of Tarut, connected to Qatif via a causeway,
now form an urban cluster with up to one million people. In the
al-Ahsa oasis, located about 140 kilometers inland from Qatif,
approximately 180 square kilometers of gardens, palm trees, and
villages surround its two main towns, Hofuf and Mubarraz,
which nowadays make up one single urban settlement. The population there of about one million is equally divided between Sunnis and Shia. Hofuf used to be the capital of the Eastern Province
until 1953, when the capital was moved to the new oil town of
Dammam, which was built to accommodate the emerging oil
industry and not incidentally separated the American oilmen and
other migrants from the older largely Shia settlements. This division between old and new led to underdevelopment in Shia areas,
and when I drove around Qatif and the surrounding villages while
doing field research there in 2008, some areas resembled slums,
with mud roads and decaying city centers.
Historically, the importance of agriculture and landownership
in Qatif, and the nature of the other main source of wealth in the
region—the pearl trade—led to the development of a prosperous
Shia notable class that resided in the old town of Qatif. It was
with these notable families that Ibn Saud, the founder of modern
Saudi Arabia, struck a deal when he conquered the province in
1913: keep quiet, control your population, and in return you can
practice your religion in private.12
In the emerging Saudi state, which also conquered the holy cities of Mecca and Medina in 1924–25, the Wahhabi clergy oversaw
religious affairs and education, and sought to enforce public
morality through a religious police. While the eastern region with
its oases and ports had always been central to Saudi political and
economic calculations, it became even more important with the
discovery of oil in the 1930s. The world’s largest oil reserves were
found in an area largely inhabited by Shia Muslims, whom the

T H E

G R E A T

S E C T A R I A N

G A M E

23

state deemed infidels and suspected of harboring foreign sympathies—narratives during the twentieth century have cast them as
agents for the Ottoman Empire, Iraq, Syria, Nasser’s Egypt, the
Soviet Union, or Iran.13
Over the years in the nearby oil fields at the ARAMCO oil
company, there remained a glass ceiling for Shia promotion. Many
Shia began to embrace revolutionary ideologies, ranging from
Arab nationalism in its various forms from the 1940s to the 1960s
to Shia Islamism since the 1970s and ultimately the youth-led
activism of 2011. Revolutionary Shia Islamist ideologies spread to
the Eastern Province in the second half of the 1970s, transmitted
by Saudi Shia religious students, who had been studying in Najaf
in Iraq and Qom in Iran. With help from Iraqi and Iranian clerics
based in Kuwait they formed clandestine cells.
These cells were responsible for an uprising by Saudi Shia in
Qatif and the surrounding villages in late 1979—the year of the
Iranian Revolution—and early 1980. The uprising occurred simultaneously with the takeover of the Grand Mosque in Mecca by a
group of Sunni rebels on November 20, 1979. This occupation at
the heart of the Muslim world came as a shock to the Saudi
authorities, and the first demonstrations in Qatif only five days
later must have alerted them to the possibility of a rebellion cutting across sectarian lines.14 The group responsible for the Eastern
Province uprising became known as the shirazis. The uprising got
most of its support in the villages, where poverty was widespread
and services were poor, and the negative impacts of the oil industry on the environment could be felt more vividly in the sinking
water levels and poisoned soils that damaged agricultural production. But the uprising was crushed by the Saudi National Guard,
resulting in several dozen casualties.15
In the following years, hundreds of young Saudi Shia left the
Eastern Province to join the shirazi movement in Iran. After
Kuwait was rocked by a bombing campaign carried out by Shia
Islamist militants, and the shirazi wing in Bahrain attempted a
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coup there in 1981, the notion of the Shia as a fifth column of
Iran, of an enemy within that secretly works to undermine the
country, became key in the strategic thinking of Gulf rulers.16
Over time though, the Gulf Shia political movements fell out
with the Iranians. In 1993, the Saudi shirazis reached a deal with
King Fahd that granted them a general amnesty and gave them
hope that their political, religious, and socioeconomic positions
would be improved. While they were now allowed to practice Shia
processions in public in majority-Shia areas such as Qatif, antiShia incitement and discrimination persisted. Gradually, however,
the Shia were surpassed by Sunni Islamists as a main source of
opposition to the ruling family. After the first Gulf War, Sunni
Islamists known as the Sahwa publicly voiced criticism of the ruling family, but their movement was eventually coopted by the
regime.17 Ultimately only after 9/11, with the start of a serious
bombing campaign by al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula in 2003,
when their former allies turned against the Saudi ruling family,
did the Al Saud start to consider al-Qaeda as their main enemy.18
At times, however, these two threats—the Shia population and
Sunni Islamists—continued to be conflated, and Iranian threats
to Saudi Arabia remained a key concern for Saudi royals.19
When protests began in Bahrain on February 14, 2011, and then
spread to the Eastern Province within a matter of days, the Shia
once again became the key security threat. Protests in the Eastern
Province started on February 17 and continued for several weeks.
These early protests by Eastern Province Shia may or may not have
scared the ruling family about their own security in Saudi Arabia,
but they certainly made the regime even more determined to stop
the protests in Bahrain to prevent protests growing in Saudi Arabia.
Though the Saudi Shia sought to help the protesters in Bahrain,
this might have been counterproductive to their cause. Ali Salman,
head of the main Bahraini opposition party al-Wifaq, who tried to
broker a deal with the Bahraini crown prince in March 2011, told
me, “The timing of the Saudi protests was not very helpful.”20

Secretary general of al-Wifaq, Ali Salman (C), with a model of the Pearl
monument during an opposition gathering in Diraz village, Bahrain, on
July 1, 2011. European Pressphoto Agency/Mazen Mahdi.
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Fears of follow-up protests in the Eastern Province made Saudi
Arabia send troops to Bahrain, in a message addressed to the
Saudi Shia and other Saudi citizens who were harboring “heretical” democratic ideas. The Saudi King Abdullah, estimated to be
almost ninety years old, is struggling with his health, and was
receiving treatment abroad when the Arab Spring threatened to
sweep over to Saudi Arabia in early 2011. After his return from
abroad in mid-February 2011, the king announced massive spending programs for social security, house loans, health care, religious
institutions, and new recruits into the Interior Ministry. The additional spending programs announced in 2011 have a total value of
between $120 billion and $130 billion.21 The additional expenses
sent government spending up by 28 percent in 2011 to 804 billion
riyals ($214 billion). However, due to high oil prices, government
revenue also surged by 51 percent to 1.1 trillion riyals ($270 billion)
in the same period.22
Many think that during the king’s absence, Interior Minister
Prince Nayef bin Abd al-Aziz handled state and particularly security
affairs, and it is no coincidence that many of the funds announced
by the king are channeled through the Interior Ministry.23 Prince
Nayef bin Abd al-Aziz, a hardliner with a zero-tolerance attitude
toward political reform and popular protests, became even more
powerful when Crown Prince Sultan bin Abd al-Aziz died in October 2011, and Prince Nayef bin Abd al-Aziz was appointed as next in
line to the throne. But he too died, in June 2012.
The ruling family has mainly relied on an extremely pervasive
security apparatus and massive government handouts of wealth
made possible by high oil prices to weather the storm. In addition,
the United States in particular stands firmly behind the ruling
family, exemplified by the signing on Christmas Eve 2011 of a
$29.4 billion arms deal to sell F-15 fighter aircraft to Saudi Arabia.24 This agreement came weeks after tens of thousands had
taken to the streets of the Saudi Eastern Province to protest against
the government and mourn the death of several protesters there.
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This was yet another sign that the United States sees the Saudi ruling family as key to the two main American interests in the
Gulf—oil security and containing Iran.
But the country and the ruling family are not homogeneous
entities; it is an absolute monarchy that rules through a narrow
power base of close-knit networks of kin and alliances with local
elites and the Wahhabi religious establishment. Political affairs
were largely left to the Al Saud ruling family, whose ranks have
swollen to thousands of princes, as long as they did not too openly
contradict the religious interpretations of the Wahhabi clergy.
Senior non-royal businessmen, tribal leaders, and urban notables
are part of the entourage of a particular prince, who will help with
business deals and political protection.25 But there are divisions
amongst the senior princes about what course Saudi Arabia and
indeed the region should take.
The current generation of senior royals, such as King Abdullah
and the new crown prince, Salman, are all sons of the founding
father of modern Saudi Arabia, King Abd al-Aziz (widely known
as Ibn Saud), who ruled until his death in 1953. But they are dying
slowly or are becoming too ill to rule. As noted, King Abdullah
bin Abd al-Aziz is almost ninety years old and in frail health, and
two crown princes have died since 2011. With the appointment of
the seventy-seven-year-old Salman bin Abd al-Aziz as the next
crown prince in June 2012, the ruling family just delayed the decision about which branch of the next generation of royals it is
going to put on the throne. But the fight amongst the new gen
eration of royals for the succession has started in earnest, and
Muhammad bin Nayef, Mitaab bin Abdullah, and Bandar bin
Sultan are the strongest contenders.26
The different factions of the Saudi ruling family are clearly visible in Riyadh, the sprawling Saudi capital of more than five million people in the middle of the desert—a thousand kilometers
away from Jeddah on the Red Sea and four hundred kilometers
from Qatif and Dammam on the Gulf. Three downtown Riyadh
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landmarks dotted along the King Fahd Road, Riyadh’s main
north-south artery, symbolize those different factions. First is
Kingdom Tower, a skyscraper built by the flamboyant Saudi business tycoon Prince al-Walid bin Talal. His father is Prince Talal bin
Abd al-Aziz, who is the only senior royal who has publicly called
for democratic reform and has a long history of political dissent—
in the early 1960s he headed the “Free Princes” movement that
wanted to create a republic in Saudi Arabia from its exile in Egypt.
In the era of King Saud, who reigned from 1953 to 1964, it seemed
as if Saudi Arabia could embark on a slightly less autocratic future,
but this was brought to a rapid end with the ascension and deposing of King Saud by his half-brother Faisal.27 A few miles down
the King Fahd Road is the Faisaliyya Tower, homage to King
Faisal, who ruled from 1964 to 1975. His son Prince Saud al-Faisal
is in charge of the Foreign Ministry, and Prince Turki al-Faisal was
in charge of the main Saudi intelligence service from 1977 until
2001. Finally there is the rather intimidatingly UFO-shaped Ministry of Interior, once the seat of Prince Nayef, who died in June
2012, and where his son Muhammad bin Nayef, who was in
charge of Saudi counterterrorism operations, is now the new minister of interior.
Alarmed that over ten thousand people had signed up on Facebook to participate in a Day of Rage in Saudi Arabia on March 11,
2011, the Ministry of Interior reissued a ban on demonstrations in
March 2011. A similar edict followed from the Council of Senior
Scholars that is dominated by Wahhabi clerics, which argued that
demonstrations are contrary to Islamic law. A scholar from the
famous al-Azhar University in Cairo subsequently criticized the
edict on the grounds that demonstrations can be legitimate
against an unjust ruler, but not many within Saudi Arabia dared
to do the same.28 Nevertheless, nationwide calls and online petitions for a constitutional monarchy were circulated and signed by
prominent reformists and influential Islamic scholars such as
Salman al-Awda.29 But the Day of Rage passed without major
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demonstrations in most parts of the country, and in Riyadh only
one protester, Khalid al-Juhani, showed up and was arrested in
front of the world’s media teams and put on trial a year later.30
Only protesters from the Shia minority in the Eastern Province
dared defy the ban. In the evening of Thursday, March 10, one day
ahead of the Day of Rage, security forces opened fire on protesters
in Qatif.31
The Saudi regime played all its cards to keep the people at
home: the edict against domestic protests, handouts of wealth,
support for the crackdown on protests in Bahrain, and the portrayal in Saudi-owned media of all the protests across the Gulf
countries as an Iranian plot carried out with the help of the local
Shia populations. The Saudi and Bahraini responses to the Arab
Spring effectively created the sectarian Gulf, shielding Gulf ruling
families from the legitimate demands of Gulf citizens and putting
themselves firmly in line with the West’s belligerent rhetoric
toward Iran.
In another show of support for the embattled Bahraini regime,
Abdul Latif Al Zayani, a Bahraini lieutenant general from a prominent Sunni family, was appointed secretary general of the GCC
on April 1, 2011. When I attended a discussion with him at the
University of Cambridge in July 2012, Al Zayani, being quizzed
about Bahrain, tried to contrast it with the situation in Yemen. He
argued that he had personally mediated between the opposition
and the regime of Ali Abdullah Salih in Yemen, eventually paving
a way for the exit of president Salih. The uprising in Yemen posed
a huge challenge to the GCC, above all to Saudi Arabia, which
shares a long border with Yemen and was a main backer of the
ousted Yemeni president.32
In the threat perception of the Saudis then, the sectarian Gulf
extended to Yemen, and they were deeply worried about the
Houthi movement there, an armed political movement made up
of Zaidi Sevener Shia. The short war between Houthi rebels and
Saudi Arabia in 2009 and 2010 was accompanied by an anti-Shia
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discourse and was styled as a holy war against the rejectionists, a
common derogatory term for the Shia.33 Al Zayani made it clear
that unlike in Yemen, the GCC did not mediate in Bahrain, but
rather sent troops in, because there was “outside interference,”
which everyone understood to mean Iran.34
Saudi Arabia’s political leverage in Bahrain has also economic
reasons. The Bahraini economy and the state budget are largely
dependent on Saudi Arabia. Bahrain derives most of its oil production from the shared Abu Safa offshore field, from which
Riyadh grants 50 percent of revenues to Manama. Bahraini refineries are supplied with Saudi crude oil at discounted prices. This
amounts to a direct Saudi subsidization of the Bahraini budget.35
The Bahraini tourism and banking sectors largely depend on
Saudi visitors and deposits, and do so even more after the uprising
in Bahrain since 2011 led to the departure of many Western banks
and a drop in tourist numbers. The sixteen-mile causeway that
links Bahrain to the Saudi mainland facilitates mutual trade and
travel and is crossed by eighteen million every year.36 Construction financed by Saudi money started after the Iranian Revolution, when Bahrain’s rulers were nervous that a revolution might
succeed in Bahrain. Inaugurated in 1986, the causeway has become
a vital lifeline for both sides, but one of the purposes of the causeway has always been to enable Saudi troops to roll over in case of
a perceived emergency.37
Particularly on weekends, thousands of Saudis cross the causeway to get away from the strict moral codes enforced in Saudi
Arabia, and many pause at one of the liquor stops, which are conveniently located close to the border, and then move on to one of
Manama’s bars and nightclubs in the fancy hotels. The Saudis
have money to burn that they cannot spend in their country. At
the height of the uprising in Bahrain, the Saudi government urged
its citizens to stay away from Bahrain for their own safety. One
group of Saudis that the Saudi and Bahraini security services were
particularly worried about—the Saudi Shia—was outright banned
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from entering Bahrain, and was turned back by the border guards
on the causeway.38
For many Saudi Shia, Bahrain and the lands of Qatif and alAhsa in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia form the mythical
homeland of “Ancient Bahrain,” a time when the coastal areas
along the Gulf between Basra and the peninsula of Qatar were
united. By emphasizing the importance of “Ancient Bahrain,” Gulf
Shia opposition movements have tried to create a nationalist narrative that unifies the mainly Shia inhabitants of Qatif, al-Ahsa, and
Bahrain. One of the key factors that mobilized protesters in both
Bahrain and the Eastern Province was a sense of Bahrani nativism that is key to the cultural memory of the Shia in the Gulf.
Bahrani is the self-description of the long-standing inhabitants
of Bahrain, and the term used in British colonial records to
describe them. The Baharna are largely Shia.39
On Bahrain’s Pearl Roundabout one could hear such talk as
“We are the original inhabitants of this island” and that the
island had been “under the occupation of the Al Khalifa since
1783,” the year the Al Khalifa conquered the islands of Bahrain.
These are both key components of the nativist argument. And
while these narratives are directed against the ruling family, they
implicitly also include many other Sunnis and more recent immigrants. Many Bahraini Sunnis arrived together with the Al Khalifa
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, or were later
migrants from Saudi Arabia or the Iranian side of the Gulf coast.
Crucially, the Al Khalifa and many Sunni families traced their
tribal origins to Najd, the heartland of Saudi Arabia, and the bastion of Wahhabi Islam and the Al Saud ruling family.40 In addition, over the past decades a large number of Sunnis from Arab
countries as well as from Pakistan have come to work in various
sectors of the state and the economy in Bahrain, not least in the
security services, and many of them have been given Bahraini citizenship to increase the percentage of Sunnis on the island. All
these groups are excluded in Shia nativist talk, and would therefore
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be more inclined to cling to the regime, fearing that the nativist
rhetoric would have its logical conclusion in the expulsion of some
of these groups, particularly those that arrived more recently. This
became more pronounced as the dangerous spiral of regime
repression and killing of protesters gained pace, and the protesters
blamed the violent practices on foreign mercenaries. The mobilization of the Gulf Shia through this nationalist myth, then, limits
the mobilization of the Sunnis in Bahrain. It might well be that
the propagation of this discourse in discussions, speeches, and on
banners on the Pearl Roundabout led many Sunnis, even those
that would be sympathetic to major political reforms, to question
the motives of the protesters.
These debates about previous settlement, and whether it carries
entitlement of political rights, as well as attempts by regimes to
cast critics as “foreign agents,” are deeply problematic in a region
characterized by centuries of seafaring, trade, migration, tribal and
imperial conquests, and shifting political alliances. In many ways
they are reactions against attempts by post-independence Gulf
states to create homogenous nationalist narratives based on a
Sunni Arab identity.

3

PEARL ROUNDABOUT

“The people w ant the fall of the re gime!”
“Down with Hamad!”
—Chants in the Pearl Roundabout, late February 2011

When I woke up at midday on February 17, 2011, Bahrain had the
feeling of being a war zone under siege. I switched on the television; by now Bahrain was all over the English-language channels
but there were few if any foreign correspondents in the country, as
not many people had anticipated such a turnout on February 14.
On Bahrain television—the mouthpiece of the regime—a spokesman for the Ministry of Interior delivered a chilling statement in
which he defended the attack on the roundabout and showed
knives, swords, and other weapons allegedly found there, as well
as wounded police officers. The story seemed to totally contradict
what I had witnessed the night before, and what I could gather
from people I spoke to and from videos and pictures uploaded on
social media. This was the beginning of a media war and disinformation campaign spearheaded by the regime to promote its version of events, a campaign in which Bahrain television and social
media were crucial.1 I had spent several hours on the roundabout
the night before, wandering about, stepping in and out of tents,
33
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and I did not see a single weapon. Of course, there might have
been swords and knives hidden away somewhere, but the idea that
these were armed protesters who wanted to spread chaos and had
to be removed to restore order, which seemed to be the rationale
of the security forces, is absurd.
That same day, February 17, the GCC ministers of foreign
affairs gathered in Manama to express their support for the Al
Khalifa ruling family. It was a meeting of the reactionaries who
were keen to use any means necessary to prevent the spread of
revolutionary fervor in the Gulf. However, the press conference
did little to purport a sense of normalcy but rather seemed like an
influx of foreign allies to an embattled regime shooting its citizens. Indeed, the GCC was founded in 1981 in part to protect the
Gulf monarchies against the export of the Iranian revolution, and
against subsequent demonstrations by the Gulf Shia. It is the
irony of history that Gulf Cooperation Council Roundabout is
the official name of what in popular parlance was known as the
Pearl Roundabout. Built for the third GCC summit, which was
held in Manama in November 1982, it was supposed to celebrate
Gulf unity. Now protesters had chosen this very symbol of
national and regional identity and political unity and turned it
into their symbol of freedom, but had been shot at and were
about to return to the roundabout, ready to die.2
Shocked by the sudden turn of events, I stayed in the hotel
that day, as Bahrain television was urging people to stay away
from busy intersections and my friends were not answering their
phones. From a jubilant mood, Bahrain had moved to a state of
lockdown. The other guests were leaving the hotel, and soon I
was almost the only one there. The South-Asian employees at
the hotel were scared. When I asked one waiter from Kerala
about his opinion, he replied, “It’s the Shia, they always make
trouble. They don’t like the ruling family, and they want to take
our jobs. They don’t like us, they want all foreigners to leave. But
the country works because of us; if we were not here nothing
would function.”
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He was conflating a number of issues that were, however, key. It
struck me how many South-Asian workers had come to hate the
Shia and associated them with danger, and how they praised, at
least publicly and in conversations with foreigners, the ruling family. The spreading of sectarianism and in some cases a Wahhabi or
salafi ideology amongst Muslim migrant workers in the Gulf
states also has repercussions in their home countries. When these
workers return home, they bring some of the religious beliefs they
adopted abroad with them, a problem that has exacerbated sectarian tensions and violence in Afghanistan and Pakistan, both of
which have significant Shia minorities.3
When the first pro-government demonstrations started a few
days later on the other side of town from the Pearl Roundabout,
in front of the al-Fatih mosque and along the highways leading to
it, many South Asians participated. The name of the mosque
means “the Conqueror” in honor of Ahmad al-Fatih, the progenitor of the Al Khalifa ruling family. Not surprisingly, this is seen as
an insult by many Bahraini Shia, who see themselves as indigenous Bahrainis, the Baharna, conquered by the Al Khalifa.4 The
opposition claimed that the protesters there were either thugs or
Indians that were forced to participate. I went to these protests
myself, and while there were clearly many Arabs, some of them
carrying Saudi and Bahraini flags, I also saw many South Asians.
Some of the staff at my hotel and at the many curry and dosa restaurants I ate at in Manama acknowledged that they had been
urged by their managers to join in the protests.
But these comments also hint at other issues, namely that Bahraini society is quite diverse, a legacy of Britain’s colonial past and
the economic boom since the 1970s. Until 2011 the ruling family
had ensured freedom of religious worship, which stands in marked
contrast to its neighbor Saudi Arabia. There are Hindu temples,
Christian churches, a synagogue, and Sunni and Shia mosques,
although Bahrain’s image of a religiously tolerant society has been
severely tarnished by the destruction of several Shia mosques and
hussainiyyas as part of a government crackdown on dissent in 2011.5
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While Indians do much of the menial labor in Bahrain, and
without them many businesses would indeed cease to function,
the anger against foreigners that my waiter mentioned is not
mainly directed against the Indians. It is rather directed against
another British colonial legacy, the fact that the security services
and the police force are to a large degree composed of foreigners,
many of whom hail from other former British colonies such as
Pakistan.
Amongst the Shia, and also amongst the liberal and oppositional Sunnis, there is a broad conviction that the Bahraini regime
has pursued a strategy of naturalization of Sunnis from various
backgrounds (particularly Pakistan but also Saudi Arabia, Syria,
Jordan, and so on) in order to change the sectarian demographic
of the country and create a loyalist citizen base in the event of
mass protests against the monarchy as witnessed in 2011.6 In the
wake of the uprising in Syria, Bahrain reportedly planned to give
citizenship to up to five thousand Sunni Syrian refugees.7 Yet
another legacy of colonialism are the British advisers and officers
that remained key in the Bahraini security forces.8
After the horror in the early morning of February 17, Crown
Prince Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa appeared on television on
February 18 to offer to start a dialogue with the opposition, urging all sides to remain calm.9 Fearing the protests would get out
of control, King Hamad had announced that the government
would allow peaceful demonstrations and would punish no one
for participating in them. His son the crown prince then opened
secret talks with al-Wifaq and six other legal opposition groups
about organizing a public dialogue on political reform. This seeming normalization, and the sense that it was safe to go to the
roundabout, made people hopeful that their demands would be
heard.
On February 19, security forces withdrew from the Pearl
Roundabout and allowed protesters back. At first I was a bit hesitant to return, as just two days earlier people had beetn shot there,
but when I went to the roundabout a day later, on February 20,

Protesters wave flags and celebrate after reaching the Pearl Roundabout in Manama, Bahrain, on
February 19, 2011. European Pressphoto Agency/Mazen Mahdi.
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the mood was jubilant, while political demands had risen. There
were now more tents and makeshift infrastructure than on February 16, and people were installing themselves for the long haul.
They erected a large podium for speakers, where politicians and
social activists but also ordinary people spoke, and which became
a kind of speaker’s corner for Bahraini society over the coming
month. The slogans had become more radical. Instead of “The
people want the reform of the regime,” thousands now shouted,
“The people want the fall of the regime,” the same slogan as in
Tunisia and Egypt. Occasionally, one could also hear or read references against the ruling family itself, for example those calling for
“death to Al Khalifa.”
Gradually, some people started to enforce Islamic mores, setting up distinct areas for women that were surrounded by the
fences left by the security forces after their crackdown only days
earlier. Apparently al-Wifaq, the largest Shia opposition movement, had ordered this separation, and it stood in marked contrast to the mix between sexes and ages and the rather anarchic
spirit of the two days on the roundabout before the crackdown.
Amongst the earliest demands of protesters was the immediate
release of political prisoners arrested in the months before the
uprising, and particularly during a crackdown on opposition leaders, bloggers, and human rights activists in 2010.10 Many were
released, and they immediately joined the crowds in the roundabout before then heading on to al-Wasat, the only opposition
newspaper in Bahrain, to have their pictures taken and tell their
stories.
I drove out to the offices of al-Wasat, located in a large factorystyle building on Budaya Highway, the highway that leads to a
number of the Shia villages. Inside, the mood was jubilant. Every
day the newspaper’s pages were filled with stories of released prisoners, of their experience of beatings and torture, and their joy to
be free and part of the “revolution.” In the hallway I met Ali
Abdulemam, a prominent blogger roughly my age who had been
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arrested in August 2010 for his Internet activism. Immediately
after his release, he went to the protests to take center stage, and
shortly after went into hiding to avoid being rearrested. He was
later tried in absentia and sentenced to fifteen years in prison.11
Mansoor al-Jamri, the editor-in-chief of al-Wasat and a key
Bahraini Shia intellectual from a prominent religious family, sat in
his large office, extremely tired but optimistic about where the
political situation was heading. Al-Jamri’s father had been one of
the main Shia clerics in Bahrain and one of the leaders of the
uprising in the 1990s, and he therefore enjoyed an important
social standing. Like everyone else he had hardly slept since the
protests erupted on February 14, as events had moved so quickly.
He was involved in the secret negotiations between the opposition
and the Bahraini crown prince, but argued that it was difficult to
convince the more radical opposition and the youth groups that
sought the overthrow of the regime that they should negotiate. He
also criticized a particular group of protesters, the shirazis: “The
shirazis are not key in the protests, they represent a minority, but
their political views and activities in the roundabout are divisive
and—together with Hadi al-Mudarrisi’s speeches from abroad—
may well lead to a confrontation with the government.”12
When I returned to the roundabout, it struck me how the
shirazi activists had set up their own large screen with a width of
several meters, on which they were projecting shirazi television
channels from Kuwait and Iraq. Though the shirazi movement is
rather peripheral to the wider world of Shia political movements,
they are well organized and have their own media.
After the death of the movement’s spiritual leader, Muhammad
Mahdi al-Shirazi, in 2001, the shirazi movement split into followers of the marji‘iyya of his brother, Sadiq al-Shirazi, and followers
of the marji‘iyya of his nephew Muhammad Taqi al-Mudarrisi. A
marji‘ al-taqlid is literally a reference point for emulation, someone that is qualified through his learning and probity to be followed in all points of religious practice and law by the generality
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of Shia Muslims. While Sadiq al-Shirazi vowed to continue in the
footsteps of his brother, and adopted an increasingly nonconfrontational approach toward the Gulf governments, the more politically minded decided to follow the marji‘iyya of Muhammad Taqi
al-Mudarrisi and his brother Hadi al-Mudarrisi, which started to
be called the mudarrisiyya by its followers.13
Some of those who switched to the mudarrisiyya are parts of the
shirazi party in Bahrain—Amal—and some are clerics in Saudi
Arabia, such as Muhammad al-Habib and Nimr al-Nimr. AlNimr was the only cleric who backed the protests in his native
village of Awwamiyya from the beginning and called for the
downfall of the Saudi ruling family. Speculations abound over
whether the al-Mudarrisis indeed urged their followers in Saudi
Arabia and Bahrain to move against their governments, or whether
this was a local decision by the youth and some clerics, who felt
that the time was ripe for change.
A number of shiraziyya and mudarrisiyya television channels
exist in Kuwait and Iraq, including Ahlulbait television, whose
name is a reference to the “family of the house of the Prophet,”
that is, the descendants of the Prophet, or imams, that are revered
by Shia Muslims. On that channel, the former leader of the shirazi
movement in Bahrain, Hadi al-Mudarrisi, started to give daily
speeches about the situation in Bahrain. Al-Mudarrisi is originally
a descendant of a clerical family of Iranian-Iraqi origin. He had
come to Bahrain in the early 1970s, where he set up the Bahraini
branch of the shiraziyya, later to be known as the Islamic Front for
the Liberation of Bahrain (IFLB),14 and was even given Bahraini
citizenship in 1974. But after protests in 1979 he was expelled and
declared persona non grata. The IFLB was involved in a coup
attempt in 1981, and its members were thereafter only active
underground or abroad. But they and the other clandestine opposition groups were also allowed to come back as part of the reform
program of the new King Hamad in 2001, and they created a
political organization, Amal, which officially had no links with
Hadi al-Mudarrisi anymore.
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So to see his face on a large screen in the heart of Manama was
quite a surprise. The other political groups, particularly the largest
Shia opposition group, al-Wifaq, rejected all accusations of foreign
links and tried not to be instrumentalized by foreign Shia actors.
But the shirazis had put a screen up for their former leader, on
which he was speaking out in the harshest ways against the Al
Khalifa ruling family and, slowly, also against the Saudi ruling
family. Thereby, al-Mudarrisi and his Bahraini supporters were
giving the hardliners in the regime evidence to cast this as a foreign plot. After all, an Iranian-Iraqi cleric with a long history of
political subversion in the Gulf was urging the protesters to rise up
via satellite television. And indeed, once the Bahraini government
and its supporters pushed the sectarian narrative in its counterrevolution, the image of Hadi al-Mudarrisi was often a scapegoat.15 The regime tried very hard to link the 2011 protests to the
1981 coup plot, going as far as reading for hours on Bahrain television from clandestine publications from the 1980s to make the
point that Iran together with the IFLB had plotted the 2011 “coup”
for three decades. While in Bahrain in May 2011 I saw several
shows on Bahrain TV during which a presenter read from IFLB
publications and from an account of the 1981 coup attempt written by a former member of the group16 to try to make that claim.
The regime even withdrew the citizenship of thirty-one Bahrainis
in November 2012 under the pretext that they were still members
of the IFLB, even though they were clearly activists form other
Shia groups and not affiliated with the shirazis.17 Indeed, while
former IFLB activists do not deny that they attempted a coup in
1981, they argue that they did this without the knowledge of the
Iranian leadership and that it angered the Iranians responsible for
foreign policy.18
The less political shirazis, however, did not endorse the views
of Hadi al-Mudarrisi. When I asked the son of Sadiq al-Shirazi,
Ahmad al-Shirazi, about the role of the al-Mudarrisi brothers
and their harsh stance against the Gulf rulers, he emphasized
diplomatically that he and his father—the effective head of the
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shirazi movement—were against the oppression of people wherever they might be, including in Bahrain. However, regarding the
al-Mudarrisi, he replied that “we disagree with them on some
issues.”19 For a public reply of a cleric this was quite blunt, and
reflected the deep divisions within the movement, to the extent
that it no longer makes sense to refer to all of them as shirazis,
even though the term is still applied colloquially.
A final example of this is the owner of a shirazi bookshop in
the heart of the old town of Manama, in the lanes that host the
old Shia mourning houses and mosques. Some of these mourning
houses, which are locally referred to as the Iranian mourning
houses, openly displayed pictures of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the supreme leader of Iran,
and in February 2011 the shop for religious souvenirs next to the
shirazi bookshop was still selling mugs with the picture of the
two Iranian Ayatollahs, whom many in the ruling family see as
arch-enemies of Bahrain. A 2006 American diplomatic cable
describes a luncheon with the Bahraini King Hamad, who argued
that “as long as Khamenei has the title of Commander-in-Chief,
Bahrain must worry about the loyalty of Shia who maintain ties
and allegiance to Iran” and that this was the reason why Shia were
not represented in the military leadership of Bahrain.20
In May 2011, two months after the crackdown on protesters,
the mugs had disappeared. But in February 2011 the contrast
between the apolitical owner of the religious bookshop and his
more political counterparts with the Khamenei mugs and on the
Pearl Roundabout could not have been more pronounced. A few
days into the uprising, the shirazi bookseller had not even been to
the Pearl Roundabout and argued that the Shia should just be
content with the religious freedom they have here and live their
lives quietly, without being involved in politics. Otherwise, Bahrain would end up like Iraq, and that was the worst possible outcome. He had just come back from a trip to Karbala, where he
had visited the shrines revered by Shia Muslims and had bought
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books. He was appalled by the lack of security in Iraq, and preferred Bahrain, where the Shia had until 2011 enjoyed more religious freedoms than elsewhere, as symbolized in the yearly
Muharram celebrations in front of his shop. So while the apolitical and religiously minded wing of the shirazis largely refrained
from being involved in politics, the more political side, and the
side associated with the al-Mudarrisis, who had become very
weak in post-Saddam Iraq, wanted to use this opportunity to
reassert themselves in the Gulf.
This brings us back to the question of who was driving the
protests and whether these protests were, as the regime later tried
to make the whole world believe, a plot inspired and directed by
sectarian agents of Iran or Lebanese Hizbullah. The initial protests, and the taking of the Pearl Roundabout, were very much
the product of a group of shabab, or young men. In the days
before February 14, youth groups in the various villages and quarters around Bahrain organized online, particularly via Facebook,
and planned to head to the Pearl Roundabout. The large turnout
on that day surprised even them.21 But once they had conquered
the roundabout, the Shia Islamist movements joined them with
their followers and their organizational support.
In the evening of February 24, I returned to the roundabout.
As I walked around, the political carnival was in full swing.
Speakers tried to capture the attention of the crowd. Large tents
had been set up in the area surrounding the roundabout, and
protesters were occupying ever more territory.
I met up with a cleric whom I had gotten to know earlier in a
bookshop in one of the Shia villages outside of Manama. He was
‘ajam, a Shia of Iranian origin, and often said “yes” in the Persian
way instead of the Arabic affirmative. He was active in publishing
and had written a few books about local history—a popular pastime amongst Shia clerics and intellectuals—but he had also been
involved in Shia opposition movements. He wanted to introduce
me to his group of people, and wanted me to speak to a few of
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the shabab so that I would get a better understanding of what was
going on. He took me a few hundred yards away from the roundabout to a large tent, under which a dozen men were sitting and
sipping tea. Their views were, as those of almost all the people on
the roundabout, very critical of the regime and the ruling family.
When I asked them which group they belonged to they
responded, Hizbullah.
This was quite a statement to make. The pro-Iranian Hizbullah
trend, locally known as Khat al-Imam, referring to followers of the
line of Imam Khomeini, is one of the strands of political Shia Islam
that had been prevalent in the Gulf for decades. There is a huge
debate in Bahrain and the wider Gulf as to whether an Iranianinspired or sponsored Hizbullah exists in Bahrain and whether it
was involved in the protests. The regime and its media would usually blame all the protests on the local Hizbullah cells, and hint at
involvement from Lebanese Hizbullah and Iran. The Shia political
parties, including al-Wifaq, would never acknowledge that Hizbullah exists in Bahrain, and would argue that al-Wifaq is a local
party. The truth is, however, somewhere in between, as my encounter with several Hizbullahis at the Pearl Roundabout proved.
There are three main trends of political Islam amongst Arab Shia:
al-Dawa, Hizbullah, and the shirazis. Al-Dawa was founded by
Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr in Iraq, and expanded particularly to
Kuwait and Bahrain, but never became strong amongst the Shia
in Saudi Arabia. After the fall of Saddam, a branch of the Dawa
Party became the dominant party in Iraqi politics, with Iraq’s
Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki at its head.22 The Hizbullah trend
emerged in some Gulf countries out of al-Dawa, particularly in
Kuwait, and incorporates those Shia Muslims that follow the
supreme leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran as their spiritual
guide, formerly Ayatollah Khomeini and since his death in 1989,
Ayatollah Khamenei. Given the bad relations between the Gulf
states and Iran, and the almost paranoid fear of Gulf rulers of
Iranian subversion, it is particularly this Hizbullah trend that is
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worrying the regimes, and that is looked upon with suspicion.23
Up to half the cadres and supporters of al-Wifaq come from the
Hizbullah strand, while the other half come from al-Dawa, in
addition to a number of supporters who do not come from either
of those. If one directly asks Wifaqis, they will respond that yes, I
am originally Hizbullah or yes, I am originally al-Dawa. Clerics
certainly do play a key role in al-Wifaq. Its general secretary, Ali
Salman, the assistant general secretary, Hussayn al-Dayhi, and the
spiritual guide, Isa Qasim, are prominent clerics. But that does
not mean that al-Wifaq’s agenda is firmly in line with Iranian
regional ambitions, or that all of al-Wifaq is Hizbullah.24
The cleric who did most of the talking in the tent claimed that
he had been imprisoned in the 1990s for membership in Hizbullah. And he would still argue that he defended the ideals of Hizbullah, that is, that society should be led by clerics, that their
spiritual leader was Ayatollah Khamenei, and that the group stood
in the spirit of Ayatollah Khomeini. The Hizbullah networks are
characterized by adherence to wilayat al-faqih, the guardianship of
the jurisprudent, which is the political system of Iran.
This was classic Hizbullah ideology, as proclaimed by Lebanese
Hizbullah and its sister organizations in Iraq and the Gulf. However, and he was quite clear about that, he did not want Bahrain
to be part of Iran, or to have an Iranian-style system in Bahrain.
This would not work, he argued, since Bahrain was not a homogenous country, and the Iranians did not know what was best for
Bahrain. Then he introduced me to a few young men, who had
been involved in the storming of the roundabout and were loosely
affiliated with his group. But they argued that the majority of the
youths did not have a political affiliation, and they were trying to
set up a group that would represent the youth interests from all
different political backgrounds. That proved to be quite a difficult
task, as there were diverging views, and particularly the established parties such as al-Wifaq tried to prevent the more radical
currents amongst the youth from prevailing.

Tens of thousands of protesters march in front of Bahrain Financial
Harbour on March 4, 2011, in Manama, Bahrain. European Pressphoto
Agency/Mazen Mahdi.
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This was indeed one of the main outcomes of the Arab uprisings, not just in Bahrain but across the region: the empowerment
of loosely organized youth movements with no coherent leadership vis-a-vis more established opposition parties. And this was
the impression I gathered from talking to young Bahrainis, both
men and women, on the Pearl Roundabout. These young activists
have played a key part in organizing the protests and then conveying information to protesters and to the outside world, using
social media, online forums, and other websites, as well as contacts with foreign journalists. On the roundabout, talk was everywhere of the “14 February Youth,” and several similar names were
written in graffiti on the wall or mentioned to me in discussions.
Eventually these various youth groups, all claiming to have participated in the initial storming of the Pearl Roundabout on February 14, formed the Coalition of Youth of the 14 February Revolution
(hereafter 14 February Coalition), a decentralized umbrella organization for the various anti-monarchy youth groups. The nucleus
for the coalition was laid between the crackdown on February 17
and the return to the roundabout on February 19.25 The 14 February Coalition shared many characteristics with some of the youth
groups that started the revolution in Egypt, mainly the April 6
Youth Movement, and the Bahraini and other Gulf activists were
in touch with the Egyptians before and after the fall of Mubarak.26
The initial protests in February and March 2011 were largely
peaceful. Until a couple of days before the February 14 protests,
youths were still burning tires in the Shia villages to protest against
the government. But as they saw the success of the peaceful masses
in Tunisia and Egypt, and as they reached the Pearl Roundabout,
they understood that peaceful mass protest was more effective
than the small-scale violence that had characterized protests in
previous decades. As Muhammad al-Maskati, the founder of the
Bahrain Youth Society for Human Rights, told me over lunch in
May 2011, he and others had urged the youths for several years to
embrace peaceful protests.27
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Meanwhile on the roundabout, the more confrontational wing
of the political opposition established a “coalition for a republic”
on March 7 that sought to overthrow the monarchy. The coalition
was announced by three unlicensed political societies (Haqq,
al-Wafa, and the Bahrain Islamic Freedom Movement 28) and
vowed to work closely together with the 14 February Coalition.29
Haqq leader Hasan Mushayma proclaimed on the Pearl Roundabout, “This tripartite coalition adopts the choice of bringing
down the existing regime in Bahrain and establishing a democratic republican system.”30
The 14 February Coalition also wanted to overthrow the current
regime, without however specifying the type of government that
should follow. This should be decided in a popular referendum
after the fall of the current regime.31 To achieve this aim, the 14
February Coalition wanted to spread protests beyond the roundabout, and on March 11, 2011, organized a march toward Riffa, an
upper-class and largely Sunni neighborhood, where the royal court
is located and where many royals live. This was seen as an affront
by the ruling family and many other Sunnis. Protesters then
moved to block the roads surrounding the Pearl Roundabout, particularly in front of the Bahrain Financial Harbour, a skyscraper
complex that was a prestige project of Bahrain’s economic development and is allegedly owned by the prime minister.
So while the Bahraini crown prince was negotiating secretly
with the seven licensed opposition societies including the Shia
bloc al-Wifaq to bring Bahrain closer to a constitutional monarchy, the 14 February Coalition and the “coalition for a republic”
were raising the stakes. The pro-regime propaganda machine
quickly argued that the coalition had called for an “Islamic republic,” and many Sunnis in the Gulf still believe this, even though
the coalition never used that term. The Bahraini crown prince
seemed to have offered significant democratic reforms and a much
greater say for the people, including the Shia, in government.32
But as rumors about the negotiations reached the roundabout,
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where the mood was swiftly changing in favor of a republic instead
of a constitutional monarchy, some of the revolutionaries criticized al-Wifaq. And hardliners in the ruling family surrounding
Prime Minister Prince Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa, whose position was personally threatened by the protesters, secretly worked
on a different solution to the “problem” of mass protests for democratic change. Their solution was to foment sectarianism.

4

COUNTER-REVOLUTION

“A n e x t e r n a l p l o t h a s b e e n f o m e n t e d f o r 2 0 t o 3 0 y e a r s f o r t h e
ground to be ripe for subversive designs. I here announce the
failure of the fomented subversive plot.”
—King Hamad Al Khalifa, speaking to officers of the
Peninsula Shield Force, March 21, 20111

“The rulers of Bahrain c laimed that Iran is involved in the
events of Bahrain. This is a lie. No, we do not interfere. . . .
If we had interfered, the conditions would have been different
in Bahrain.”
—Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, supreme leader of the Islamic Republic
of Iran, Friday prayer in Tehran, February 3, 20122

By my next visit to Bahrain in May 2011, the country was a profoundly different place. On March 14, 2011, Saudi troops had
crossed the causeway between the Eastern Province and Bahrain,
later followed by policemen from the UAE. They were nominally
part of the Peninsula Shield Force, the common GCC force that
had hardly been used before.3 Even though the Gulf regimes
claim that the foreign forces went straight to the barracks and
50
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were not involved in policing, large parts of the opposition were
affronted by the deployment of foreign forces made up entirely of
Sunnis to stifle the protests. For many Bahrainis, particularly
many Shia, Bahrain has been under effective occupation since that
day. A part of the population, many of them Sunnis, saw the
influx of foreign troops as saviors, and the regime ensured that not
just the Saudi tanks on the streets made it feel like a province of
Saudi Arabia. Outside the Bahraini parliament, Saudi flags and
huge posters of Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah were put up, and
T-shirts and pins describing Saudi Arabia as the “Kingdom of
Humanitarianism” were sold at street corners.
The troops supposedly were invited by the king of Bahrain
under a defense agreement of the Gulf Cooperation Council,
although it is likely that the decision was reached by the right
wing in the ruling family together with hawkish figures in the
Saudi ruling family, such as the now deceased Interior Minister
Prince Nayef bin Abd al-Aziz Al Saud. Several members of the
Bahraini ruling family are opposed to major political changes:
Prime Minister Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa, against whom tens
of thousands were protesting, as well as a branch of the Al Khalifa
that is known as the Khawalids. The Khawalids stem from a different branch of the Al Khalifa family than the king and the crown
prince—they are descendants of Khalid bin Ali Al Khalifa and feel
disenfranchised in the succession to the throne. They were sidelined by the British but have regained increasing importance over
the past decade, and they now hold key positions: Royal Court
Minister Khalid bin Ahmad Al Khalifa; the commander of the
Bahrain Defense Forces, Khalifa bin Ahmad Al Khalifa; and Minister of Justice Khalid bin Ali Al Khalifa are all Khawalids.4
These hardliners were very displeased with the concessions that
the Bahraini crown prince seemed to offer to the opposition, and
therefore the Saudi troops came in to stop that process. The pictures of the tanks and armored personnel carriers rolling over the
causeway that links the two countries went around the world and

A Bahrain police car and an army tank block a main intersection near the capital, Manama, on March 16, 2011. European Pressphoto
Agency/Mazen Mahdi.
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marked the end of the first, very optimistic stage of the Arab
Spring. From now on, the counter-revolutionary forces would
fight back, and no dictator was to fall or step down without
months or years of bloodshed. Even beyond the Gulf, “Saudi Arabia emerged as the center of counterrevoution, spreading wealth
and political support to conservative regimes across the region.”5
Martial law followed, called a “state of national safety,” together
with mass arrests, a partial curfew, a ban on rallies, and a general
crackdown on those seen as sympathetic to the protests. The strategic importance of Bahrain to the GCC, and the Saudi fears that
protests might spill over into the Eastern Province, had prompted
the Saudi ruling family to act. Bahrain was seen as the weakest
link of all the Gulf States, susceptible to popular pressure and
interference from abroad, and in particular the Saudis were afraid
that Iran would profit from any change in government in
Bahrain.
I had agreed to work for the International Crisis Group because
I felt that the sectarianism emanating from Bahrain might lead to
a conflict in the region, and I was shocked that many of the people I had met on my previous trip were now either dead, in jail, or
in exile. To put it briefly, Bahrain in 2011 was for me and for many
others a crash course in power politics. Social media are a good
way to organize revolutions, sometimes. But guns and tanks are
very effective tools to stop revolutions, particularly if, unlike in
Libya and Egypt, the soldiers are loyal to the regime and international pressure on the regime is limited.
The country now seemed, effectively, to be at war. The men
with the machine guns at checkpoints, and those manning the
guns on tanks, hid their faces. They wore ski masks, and this was
paramount to what Bahrain had become, how its social fabric had
been ripped apart. In this tiny nation of just over six hundred
thousand citizens, those with guns were afraid that one day they
might be held accountable. The fact that they lived in villages and
settlements whose entrances were guarded did not seem to make
them feel much safer.
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Driving across the island and entering Shia and Sunni villages, I
became aware of how deeply intertwined urban geography; political
protest; and ethnic, sectarian, and class divisions were. But urban
planning was key, too. Large-scale street protests, even though organized online, relate to the city or the village structures that shape the
daily lives of people. One of the key challenges in all the Arab
Spring protests was the need to overcome the urban planning that
limited the kinds of public spaces that could facilitate protests.
Much of the urban space had been crisscrossed by highways, traffic
intersections, and other obstacles. Some cities in the Middle East do
have major public spaces, usually a legacy of colonial rule or war,
such as in Beirut, which did see a youth-led protest movement in
2006 but not in 2011. Downtown Cairo does have some parks and
boulevards, but Tahrir Square, even though nominally a square, is
an extremely busy traffic roundabout. The same is true in Bahrain:
the center of the Pearl Roundabout was actually quite small, and
people would normally not go there because of the mass of cars
driving around the roundabout. In addition, a major suburban
highway passes over a bridge just next to the roundabout, giving the
area even less the feeling and appeal of a public space and making it
particularly adverse to any sort of gathering. There was nothing
resembling a Tiananmen Square, or a Parliament Square, or even a
large park in the city center where people could have gathered. But
protesters turned this element of control upside down, and from
the first day after youth protesters had stormed the roundabout,
they parked cars in the vicinity of the roundabout, thereby physically expanding the zone of protest exponentially. The Pearl Roundabout lies right in the middle of the financial center; the old city of
Manama; and the Shia villages Dayh, Sanabis, and Barhama. These
villages are referred to as the "steadfastness triangle" due to their
central role in the protests, and they have over the years become one
urban cluster and form de-facto suburbs of Manama. What was
new in 2011 was that these mass protest movements had come to the
city and were not confined to the villages anymore.6 Shia villages
had for decades seen frequent protests, and particularly the nightly
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burning of tires on roads. They had also seen much of the violence
in the 1990s uprising. After the crackdown on the Pearl Roundabout then, the geography of protests returned to the villages,
where ever since there have been weekly and sometimes daily protests. These villages have a distinctively Shia feel to them, with Shia
mosques and mourning houses, black banners praising Imam Hussayn, and decorations with light bulbs hanging across streets—
remnants of Shia celebrations during Muharram. The walls are
filled with anti-regime graffiti, ranging from “The people want the
fall of the regime” to “Down with Hamad” and “Death to Al Khalifa.” Each of these villages has its own network of local activists
and, increasingly, youth groups, and each village has an online
presence, be it through discussion forums, websites, or social media
sites. This is linked to the density of smartphones and social media
usage, which across the Gulf is one of the highest in the world. On
these online resources protests are advertised; local news, including
the arrests of protesters, is publicized; and people share—for example—experience with checkpoints, tear gas attacks, and the like. If
the police enter a village, then residents quickly know through the
social media feed of the “Free people of Village X or Y.”
The villages are divided pretty clearly, with some mainly Sunni
and some Shia, and this is also the case in the Saudi Eastern Province. Sectarian divisions are entrenched through landholding
patterns, urban development, and policing. As part of the counterrevolutionary measures, the security forces in Bahrain and the Eastern Province set up checkpoints at the entrances of Shia villages, a
practice that has continued ever since. Mahazza village on Sitra
island in Bahrain was under a literal siege from the security forces
for several weeks in late 2012.7 Conflicts at these checkpoints,
which made traveling in the area very difficult, frequently led to
skirmishes. After several Shia youths were shot in November 2011
at checkpoints in the Eastern Province, protests there intensified.
Within the villages security forces operate in a very hostile environment. They usually come in to break up a protest, fire tear gas
and rubber bullets, arrest a few people, and then leave, and as
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soon as they are out of the village, people come back on the streets
again. These protests are filmed, and videos are uploaded to the
Internet very quickly, spreading news and a sense of continuing
protests around the world to those who want to know. This village
structure therefore ensures that the uprising can go on almost
indefinitely and cannot be crushed totally, as protests in the village
remain an option. But what counts for the Bahraini regime is that
as long as protests are confined to the villages and do not spread to
the city center, these protests are acceptable, as they are much less
visible to the Sunnis of Bahrain and international mainstream
media face difficulties covering the events. There are countless stories of how foreign journalists were turned back at the airport or
prevented from going to the village protests, or in some cases were
even being attacked and arrested after filming there.8
What was pervasive particularly amongst the Shia was a shocking sense of fear. Everyone was afraid for their and their families’
lives. Even relatively wealthy Shia community leaders have been
targeted. Abd al-Karim Fakhrawi was the owner of a publishing
house, a bookstore chain, and a construction firm, and was one of
the founders of the newspaper al-Wasat. He was an ‘ajam, a Shia
of Iranian origin, and many in Bahrain believe that he was chosen
because of his origin and in order to threaten the ‘ajam, who make
up around 10 percent of Bahraini Shia.9 He was arrested on April
3, 2011, when he went to inquire why police had surrounded one
of his relatives’ homes the night before. On April 11 he died of
kidney and heart failure after being tortured.10
In May I went to the largest Fakhrawi bookshop in the Shia village of Jidd Hafs to find it empty but for the Indian shopkeeper.
Fakhrawi had published dozens of books about the history of Bahrain, and I gathered as many as I could. I bought a dead man’s books
from an Indian shopkeeper who could neither speak Arabic nor read
the Arabic book titles, who probably did not know much about the
conflict raging in Bahrain, and who was incited by the English-language government press to hate Shia Muslims and to believe that
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they would expel or otherwise hurt foreign workers in Bahrain if the
Shia ever came to power. I did not ask for a discount.
The crackdown also encompassed the newspaper al-Wasat, of
which, as mentioned, Fakhrawi was one of the founders. Its editor-in-chief and mastermind, Mansoor al-Jamri, was also fearing
for his life when I met him again in May 2011. The memories of
him being editor of one of the most popular newspapers, being
able to travel to conferences abroad and meeting with senior
members of the ruling family, seemed distant. After the crackdown in March 2011, he had been forced to resign as editor-inchief on April 3.11 He was afraid to meet in public, and had been
told to stay away from foreigners. So we met clandestinely. I had
to follow him to his car in an underground parking lot, where we
dismantled our mobile phones, which, like the phones of everyone else remotely involved with politics in Bahrain, were being
monitored around the clock with the help of software provided by
Western companies.12 After we arrived at a house on the outskirts
of one of the Shia villages, he told me about the horrors of the
crackdown, of the disappearances, of the beatings, the killings,
and how his acquaintances in the ruling family and the regime
had let him down.
All the opposition groups had been hit hard by the crackdown,
but some were targeted more than others. Al-Wifaq in some ways
retained a special status, as it presented the moderate end of the
opposition and the Americans saw al-Wifaq as key to any political
settlement. Nevertheless, as the crackdown intensified, al-Wifaq
was also punished. Its general secretary, Ali al-Salman, was shot in
the head with a tear gas canister from close range at a protest, while
two former al-Wifaq MPs were stripped of their citizenship.13
But those that had called for the downfall of the regime, and
activists from the leftist group Wa‘ad, an Arab Nationalist group
made up of both Sunni and Shia, were targeted in particular. The
arrest on March 17 of the Sunni Ibrahim Sharif, secretary general
of Wa‘ad, by a commando group of masked special forces serves to

The secretary general of Wa‘ad, Ibrahim Sharif, holding a placard calling for the fall of the
government at a protest in Bahrain on March 6, 2011. Mazen Mahdi.
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illustrate this point. I had met him on the roundabout in February, where he had given fiery speeches in support of the protest
movement and urging Sunni-Shia unity. In the meantime, the
Wa‘ad headquarters had become a meeting point for the professionals and intellectuals of the liberal and secular opposition in
Bahrain. When I returned to Europe, I saw footage online of the
Wa‘ad headquarters after it had been ransacked by a pro-regime
mob. Large parts of where I had sat with old Arab Nationalists,
Nasserists, and communists and read the Bahraini newspapers
were burned to the ground. Ibrahim Sharif detailed his torture in
prison in letters smuggled out of prison and posted online.14
If these kinds of people were seen as a threat to the Bahraini
regime and treated in that way, it was painful to imagine what
they were doing to young protesters when the security forces and
pro-regime mobs stormed their houses in their nightly raids.
Wa‘ad then got its license as a political society revoked, but
when I visited Farida Ghulam, a leader of Wa‘ad and the wife of
Ibrahim Sharif, in May 2011, she and the political leadership of
the society were intent on standing their ground. Shortly afterward, Sharif was sentenced to five years by a special security court.
Contrary to the imprisoned Islamist leaders, with whom foreign embassies found it difficult to bond, Sharif was even known in
some Western capitals. By arresting him the Bahraini regime lost
some goodwill abroad but managed to scare those Sunnis willing to
side with the opposition. Other pro-opposition Sunnis were also
targeted. When I went to interview Munira Fakhro, another Sunni
leader of Wa‘ad and a professor of sociology at the University of
Bahrain, in May 2011 there were still signs of the petrol bombs that
had been thrown at her house by pro-regime mobs in order to scare
her. Fakhro stems from a wealthy merchant family, but even with
her connections and public standing one could be targeted—being
a Sunni did not help. Indeed she reiterated that the regime was
most afraid of people like her embracing the protests, those that are
well-educated, wealthy, and anti-sectarian. And she argued that the
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divisions between loyalists and opponents, and between Sunni and
Shia, were deeper than ever before and would take decades to heal,
even if a true reconciliation were to take place now.
Ibrahim Sharif ’s sentence was upheld in early September 2012
by a civilian court, after he had initially been convicted by a military court, as were the sentences against nineteen other Bahraini
opposition leaders, including the leadership of Haqq, al-Wafa,
and the shirazis. Eight of these activists are jailed for life, including the prominent human rights activist and former shirazi political opposition activist Abd al-Hadi al-Khawaja. He staged a
110-day hunger strike in 2012 that received worldwide attention
but did not lead to his release.15 The opposition leaders and
human rights activists lost their final appeal in early January 2013,
and they will probably have to spend long years in jail.16
Another human rights activist who became a political activist
was Nabil Rajab, who in May 2011 seemed like the “last man
standing.” Nabil had co-founded the Bahrain Center for Human
Rights with Abd al-Hadi al-Khawaja. He now acted as its head
and was an interlocutor for international and regional human
rights organizations, including Human Rights Watch. Because he
stemmed from a wealthy Shia family with generally good relations
with the ruling family, and was a secularist, his activism and his
international contacts posed a problem for the regime and he was
not arrested in the first crackdown that targeted the other opposition leaders and human rights activists after the arrival of Saudi
troops in mid-March 2011. When I interviewed him at home in
May 2011, he was defiant, arguing that he would rather die or go
to prison than give up his cause. While we were sitting in his living room, there was a constant coming and going of victims of
torture or police abuse, or relatives of political prisoners who
dropped in and told him their stories. Rajab led small unlicensed
protests throughout 2011 and 2012 and continued to criticize the
ruling family on Twitter and in interviews with foreign media.
After traveling abroad, and appearing on the BBC’s HARDtalk
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and Julian Assange’s TV show, he was arrested at Manama airport
on May 5, 2012. In July 2012, he was sentenced to jail over a tweet
that criticized the Bahraini prime minister.17 Rajab and the other
battle-hardened opposition activists knew that their struggle
would not be won easily and were prepared to go to jail for their
convictions. Rajab argued that the arrest of the opposition figureheads broadened the social base of the movement and increased
the number of supporters. For every arrested veteran, a dozen
young activists emerged and would take their place. Sons, daughters, nephews, nieces, distant relatives, or just teenagers from the
neighborhood would soon fill their places and become citizen
journalists, human rights observers, and protest organizers. The
best example of this would be the daughters of Abd al-Hadi alKhawaja, Maryam and Zainab al-Khawaja, who became prominent activists in their own right. Their human rights activism inside
and outside Bahrain played a significant role in getting international mainstream media coverage for Bahrain. After the arrest of
her father, Maryam al-Khawaja became the vice-president of the
Bahrain Center for Human Rights, and following the arrest of
Nabil Rajab in 2012, Maryam became its acting president.18 The
fact that journalists and NGOs were often barred from entering
Bahrain actually opened up spaces for these young activists and
made them key in relating news about the protests to the outside
world.
While these youth activists and the youth groups that emerged
after February 14 were also attacked, their structures were less well
known to the security services and they had only few visible figures
who spoke out publicly. The 14 February Coalition, the main youth
group that is driving the protests in Bahrain, has a central committee
and branches in every Shia village and many urban quarters, but
they operate underground. Many of its supporters were formerly followers of the unlicensed opposition groups Haqq and al-Wafa, but
since their leaders have been jailed they support the Coalition. The
14 February Coalition has continued with weekly and sometimes
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Human rights activists Nabil Rajab, second from right, and Zainab
al-Khawaja, right, seen marching during clashes between pro-reform
protesters and police in the old part of the Bahraini capital, Manama,
on February 11, 2012. European Pressphoto Agency/Mazen Mahdi.

daily protests across the Shia villages, and at times also in Manama,
which it documents in detail, and it is very effective at spreading
news about the protests online.
Particularly after the crackdown in mid-March 2011, the 14 February Coalition became more confrontational, and its members
started to use urban violence, such as the burning of tires, roadblocks, attacks on police stations, and skirmishes with security
forces. With the political stalemate and repression ongoing, the
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Coalition has become ever more popular and at least as important
as al-Wifaq in Bahraini Shia politics. Some of the strongholds of
the 14 February Coalition have seen the harshest security crackdowns and at times long sieges imposed on them by the security
forces in retaliation for the actions of the Coalition. The Coalition
has also established several sub-branches, including a military
wing, the “Holy Defence” groups. The origins of these groups go
back to a speech made by the Bahraini cleric Isa Qasim in January
2012, when he said that it was permissible to use violence to
defend the community, and particularly the women of the Shia,
after reports emerged that some women had been attacked. The
ideology of the group is to defend what is considered holy to the
Shia community, in other words, the women, the places of religious worship, and the properties of the community. Its supporters often wear headbands and T-shirts with the logo of the 14
February Coalition, cover their faces, and act as a kind of vigilante
group in protests.19
The 14 February Coalition also tried to link its struggle with the
global Occupy movement that emerged in 2011 and called for
“Occupy Budaya” protests on Budaya Highway, a major traffic
route that links several mainly Shia villages close to downtown
Manama.20
At the middle of Budaya Highway lies a shopping center with a
large Costa Coffee cafe that overlooks the highway. This particular
coffee shop has become a popular hangout amongst opposition
activists, particularly since the start of the crackdown in midMarch 2011. An apolitical Shia family owns the concession for Costa
Coffee in Bahrain, while a Kuwaiti Sunni merchant family owns
the Starbucks license for the Gulf states, and so pro-roundabout
people and Bahraini Shia in general think they are somehow
safer in a Costa Coffee shop than in a Starbucks.21 When I sat
there in May 2011, at the height of the repression campaign, one
could often see a cascade of five or so trucks with macthine-guns
mounted on top and armored personnel carriers coming from one

Police storm Budaya Highway in an attempt to regain control of it during clashes with protesters following the
funeral procession of sixteen-year-old Ahmad Jabir al-Qatan in Abu Saiba village on the outskirts of the Bahraini
capital, Manama, on October 7, 2011. European Pressphoto Agency/Mazen Mahdi.
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side of the highway and crossing over to the other side. A few
minutes later they would come back and then take the next exit.
As my local interlocutors were arguing, these convoys were driving
through the Shia villages that lined this major street—machine
guns ready—simply to mark the presence of the security apparatus
and perhaps arrest a few youths.
But even if protests occupy central places and highways, they
will only constitute an existential threat to the monarchy if they are
truly cross-sectarian and if the various Sunni constituencies of the
regime start to turn against it. Of course, it is too easy to say that
Shia went into the streets, and Sunnis stayed home. In fact in Bahrain, Sunnis had started to mobilize their own protests one week
into the Pearl Roundabout protests in February 2011. Much of this
was orchestrated and encouraged by the regime—pictures of the
king and the prime minister were distributed at street corners, and
many were largely responding to calls supporting the monarchy—
but some protesters were more critical and voiced demands that
were at times not dissimilar to those heard on the roundabout.
Abdullatif al-Mahmud, who would later become the head of the
first Sunni group to emerge out of the al-Fatih protests, the National
Unity Gathering, initially demanded real concessions from the government and real political reforms. But the new Sunni political
forces had limited independence vis-a-vis the power structures of
the Al Khalifa.22
In May 2011, as I was hearing horrific stories about the crackdown from Shia human rights activists, Sunni politicians painted
a different picture altogether. One day I was met at my hotel by a
young Sunni who drove me to one of the main charities run by
graduates of al-Azhar University in Cairo. From the beginning
this young Sunni had been involved in organizing the pro-government protests at the al-Fatih mosque, through what later would
become the al-Fatih Youth Union. He argued that he had done
this because he did not see a place for himself at the roundabout,
and because he was not happy with the radical slogans there. He
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and his friends wanted reforms, too, including more democracy,
but they did not want a republic without the ruling family.
He was not afraid—this was his country and not much could
happen to him. When we passed an army checkpoint with tanks
that guarded the bridge between Manama and the largely Sunni
island of Muharraq, he even suggested we get out and talk to the
soldiers. He wanted to show me that this was the Bahraini and not
the Saudi army, as had been suggested by the opposition. After the
injuries I had seen over the past few months and the stories I had
heard about the security forces I declined this invitation to chat
with the soldiers. But the whole idea of stopping your car in front
of an army checkpoint made up solely of Sunni soldiers and talking to them with a foreigner in your car would never have occurred
to any of the Shia activists driving the protests on the ground, and
was indicative as to how divided Bahrain had become.
In the huge salon of the Sunni charity (the Islamic Society), I
met its elderly chairman, Abd al-Rahman Abd al-Salam, sitting in
a corner on the sofa that lined all the walls of the salon. In terms of
Bahraini politics he was high up, the head of a charity and a member of the royally appointed Consultative Council that the protesters on the Pearl Roundabout wanted dismantled.23 The man I sat
down with that evening struck me as a decent elderly man, engaged
in charitable work and caring deeply about his community. But as
soon as we started to talk about the Shia and the protest movement, his mood changed, and he made some of the grimmest statements I ever heard about the future of the Middle East. He used
some of the most derogatory language to describe Shia Muslims.
He called the Shia rejectionists as well as Zoroastrians, denouncing
the Shia both as unbelievers and Persians. He applauded me for
my endeavor to find out more about the Gulf Shia, since for him it
was important to know more about the evil forces at work in the
region. He argued that perhaps he would not see it, but, looking at
me with his all-knowing stare, he proclaimed that I would certainly
see the day when a fully fledged sectarian war would break out in
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the Gulf, and the Gulf Shia would take up arms at the bequest of
their masters in Iran.
“It will take ten years at most until this happens, and Bahrain is
their first target. After that they want to take over the Eastern
Province. This is why we have to get at them now and show them
that they will never succeed in this.”
This was not a pretext to legitimize support for a dictatorial
regime. He believed this would happen, and his conviction
scared me.
Afterward, I went to a gathering of young Sunni activists organized by a senior member of the Muslim Brotherhood. Interestingly enough, the Bahraini Muslim Brotherhood is the only branch
of the Brotherhood in the whole region that is pro-regime.24 It is
in quite a delicate situation, since several Gulf regimes started to
see the Muslim Brotherhood as a severe threat to domestic security
and regime stability, and in particular the UAE has cracked down
on them. The Bahraini Muslim Brothers had a hard time explaining to me why they did not oppose the Al Khalifa, since monarchy
does not fit into the political theory of the Muslim Brotherhood.
They just argued that the Bahraini political system was different,
and the ruling family not as bad as Assad or Mubarak.
It was here that I again met the young Sunni leftist woman I
had spoken to on my first day at the Pearl Roundabout, who with
her outspoken views had given such a powerful impression. I had
not seen her for three months, and was surprised to see her here,
at this gathering of pro-government Sunni youth activists and
Muslim Brotherhood figures. But it soon became clear that she
embodied the ways in which the sectarian counter-revolution had
divided the country and changed the lives of all Bahrainis.
Soon after we had met she had fallen out with her friends. She
had gone to the roundabout a couple of times but started criticizing the Shia slogans chanted by the Islamists. While the protesters’
demands were not Shia per se, chants of “We want the fall of the
regime” would often be followed by religious chants distinctive to
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Shia Muslims, such as “With our soul, with our blood, we will
defend you oh Hussayn,” which rhymes with Bahrain.25
When she told her Shia secular friends that she did not like the
Shia chants for Hussayn, that she could not relate to these slogans
and that they would scare the Sunnis away, her Shia friends started
to think of her as a traitor, as someone who could not be trusted.
Some stopped answering their phones. And since she had joined the
al-Fatih youth, she had hardly seen any Shia friends anymore. Like
many other Sunnis that were initially in favor of the protest movement, she was eventually turned around into a regime supporter.
The reasons for this are neither solely the government-incited
sectarian narrative nor the sectarian inclinations of parts of the protest movement. They are an interplay of top-down and bottom-up
processes that divided the Bahraini protest movement along sectarian lines. But the arrival of Saudi troops, the ensuing crackdown,
and the sectarianism of the regime’s media hit the Shia exceptionally hard and made it socially acceptable to hate the other sect.
To appease its backers in the United States and Europe, the Bahraini ruling family undertook a number of “reconciliatory” steps
after the crackdown in mid-March 2011. The Obama administration was especially embarrassed by the crackdown in Bahrain, as
the whole world could see the hypocrisy of supporting democracy
amongst foes but not amongst friends. In addition, the crackdown
in Bahrain became increasingly used by Iran, Syria, and Russia to
deflect attention from their own problems and the S yrian uprising.
So the Bahraini rulers initiated the “National Dialogue” and established the Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry (BICI),
which was to report to the king and was paid for by the king. The
National Dialogue was held in July 2011, with the participation of
some of the main legal opposition groups such as al-Wifaq and
Wa‘ad, but they soon withdrew after they realized they had been
part of a public relations exercise and no results were to come
from that dialogue.26 The Bahraini opposition and the Shia at large
also boycotted parliamentary by-elections held in September 2011
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to replace the eighteen al-Wifaq MPs that had withdrawn from
parliament at the start of the uprising.27 There were several
attempts to restart a dialogue, the last one in January 2013, in
which Wa‘ad and al-Wifaq participated, while the 14 February
Coalition denounced the dialogue with the regime. But nothing
indicated that this dialogue was not another public relations exercise to “buy time,” and, so far, none of the dialogues have succeeded, as both sides remained deeply suspicious of each other,
undermining the prospects of half-hearted negotiations.28
The BICI was established by royal decree on July 7 and began
its investigative work later that month. It mainly looked into
human rights violations by state agencies and, at the request of the
government, by the protesters. Highly politicized in Bahrain and
chaired by the Egyptian-American human rights lawyer Cherif
Bassiouni, the commission carried out its work with fifty-one staff
members and received over eight thousand complaints.
When the report was finally delivered to King Hamad on
November 23, 2011, at a royal palace, everybody was surprised by
the bluntness of the accusations against the Bahraini security
forces.29 The five-hundred-page report was a product of genuinely
independent research and outlined authoritatively the human
rights abuses, including systematic torture, committed by the
security forces in February and March 2011. But it stopped short
of the most sensitive issues. It did not incriminate those at the
very top of the decision-making process, the senior members of
the ruling family such as the king and the prime minister. It likewise refused to take a stance on whether Iran had stirred up the
protests in Bahrain, or whether the GCC troops stationed in Bahrain had engaged in human rights abuses.30
The king and his Western backers could hitherto point to the fact
that investigations were ongoing and that the recommendations of
the BICI report were slowly being implemented. The regime came
up with a report a year later arguing that Bahrain was on a reform
path, that torture was uprooted, and that the recommendations
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were implemented.31 Except that they were not, particularly not the
more political recommendations such as the retrial of all those convicted in military or semi-military courts and under emergency
law.32 Unlike with other international commissions, which are usually administered by the UN, it was up to the king and an appointed
implementation commission to decide which of the recommendations to implement and which not. Even Bassiouni himself was
prompted to criticize the lack of implementation: “You can’t say
that justice has been done when calling for Bahrain to be a republic
gets you a life sentence and the officer who repeatedly fired on an
unarmed man at close range only gets seven years.”33 So instead of
starting a process of transitional justice, the BICI has become a
symbol of the political stalemate in Bahrain.
After the BICI report, two Western security officials with questionable track records were appointed to “reform” the Bahraini
security forces. One of them, John Yates, had to resign from his
position as assistant commissioner of the London Metropolitan
Police because of the phone-hacking scandal by the Murdochowned British tabloid News of the World.34 While these maneuvers
were more directed at appeasing Bahrain’s allies abroad, the crackdown at home continued unabated. To influence Western public
opinion, the Bahraini regime has hired PR companies,35 and it
has also weaponized less visible and lethal means of coercion. It
has mainly relied on an extensive use of tear gas against protesters,
including in confined spaces, which has led to several dozen casualties since 2011.36
As if there had not been enough structural violence, the regime
tried everything to destroy the memory of the uprising. Four days
after the entry of Saudi troops, on March 18, 2011, the Pearl Monument was torn down. Thereby the image of the Pearl Monument
became an even more powerful icon of resistance, one that is
sprayed in graffiti all over the walls of Bahrain. It has also become
the icon of choice for opposition supporters on social media, has
been rebuilt in all kinds of shapes and forms, and has even become
the logo of an opposition satellite TV channel based in London.37
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To make clear that this was a victory of the Sunnis over the
Shia, the junction that was built to replace the Pearl Roundabout
was called Faruq Junction in honor of caliph Umar ibn a l-Khattab.
Umar was the second caliph of Islam, who is revered by Sunnis as
a great military leader. He conquered large parts of the Eastern
Roman Empire and the Iranian Sassanid Empire, but Shia generally do not accept the first three caliphs as righteous successors of
Muhammad and dislike Umar. By tearing down the Pearl Monument then, the regime turned a symbol of national heritage, of
Gulf unity, and of hope for a more democratic future into a symbol of sectarianism. The traffic intersection that was the Pearl
Roundabout has been heavily guarded by tanks and special forces
ever since so as to prevent protestors from returning.

5

A SAUDI ACHILLES HEEL

“We are not loyal to other countries or authorities, nor are we
l o y a l t o t h i s c o u n t r y. W h a t i s t h i s c o u n t r y ? T h e r e g i m e t h a t
o p p r e s s e s m e ? T h e r e g i m e t h a t s t e a l s m y m o n e y, s h e d s m y
blood, and violates my honor? What does a countr y mean? The
re gime? The Ruling c lan? The soil? I don’ t know what a countr y
means. Loyalty is only to Allah! We have declared, and we
reiterate, that our loyalty is to Allah, not the Saud clan.”
—Nimr al-Nimr, Awwamiyya, Eastern Province, October 7, 20111

“Their behavior constitutes a new sor t of ter rorism led by a
m i n o r i t y. . . . S e c u r i t y m e n i n t h e K i n g d o m o f S a u d i A r a b i a
will deal resolutely and with an iron fist with such cases. . . .
This minority w as lured by foreign hands unpleased of the
K i n g d o m o f S a u d i A r a b i a ’s h o n o r a b l e p o s i t i o n s t o w a rd s t h e
Arab and Islamic nation. . . . They use such ignorant and
young men as a fifth column that achieves their plots and
alleviate the pressure mounted on them.”
—Official Saudi security source, quoted by
Saudi Press Agency, February 20, 20122
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Since 2011, Saudi Arabia has seen the largest street protests the
country has ever known. Most dissent came from Shia Muslims in
the Eastern Province, but there were small protests, petitions, and
criticisms of the ruling family in various other parts of the kingdom. The repression of protests led to the death of at least fifteen
Shia youths. Western media and the Arab media controlled by Gulf
rulers have stayed largely silent, partly because the Saudi government prevents journalists and researchers from traveling to the Shia
areas of the Eastern Province. When large-scale protests started in
Bahrain on February 14, 2011, in the space of one day the GCC
regimes lost their aura of being immune to demands for democratic
change. Those who live closest to Bahrain, just a thirty-minute
drive across the causeway, were amongst the first to be inspired. The
sectarian discrimination that Saudi Shia endure, which effectively
makes them second-class citizens, made them more prone to protest against the government.
Anti-Shiism remains very common in government and amongst
many Saudis. This is partly due to textbooks used in schools, in
which Shia and other sects and religions are decried as unbelievers, as those that reject the oneness of God (tawhid). The Saudi
rivalry with Iran and particularly the sectarian response to the
Arab Spring have exacerbated these views, making it ever more
acceptable to voice derogatory remarks against Shia in public.
There has never been a Shia minister, and Shia are largely barred
from the foreign and security services, the military, the police, as
well as sensitive positions in the oil and other key industries. They
face persecution by the religious police for their religious rituals,
and their mosques and prayer houses often operate in a sort of
legal gray area and can be closed anytime.
Since 2003, Saudi Shia leaders have been invited to take part in
the National Dialogue, initiated by Crown Prince and later King
Abdullah. This was a key part of the attempt by Abdullah to present
himself as the “reformist” king who would initiate political changes
in the country. The National Dialogue was a series of discussions

Opposition cleric Nimr al-Nimr at a protest in Awwamiyya, Saudi Arabia,
on February 10, 2012. Photo by a local photographer who wishes to
remain anonymous.

A

S A U D I

A C H I L L E S

H E E L

75

across the country involving representatives from many different
Saudi constituencies, including conservative clerics, liberals, religious minorities, and women. He introduced elections for half the
seats in largely powerless municipal councils. In 2005, when Saudi
Arabia held its first municipal elections since the 1960s, Shia turned
out in great numbers in the Eastern Province, electing many Shia to
municipal councils in Qatif and al-Ahsa because they saw this as a
sign to mark their presence. To some degree, the government has
begun to allow the observance of Shia holidays such as Ashura in
majority-Shia areas. But in practice, discrimination in government
jobs and schools continues, and anti-Shia sentiments thrive.3 The
overall assessment of King Abdullah’s reign is meager.4
When I first visited Saudi Arabia in late 2008, years before the
Arab Spring, I felt dissatisfaction among Saudi Shia youths with
the National Dialogue, the powers of the municipal councils, the
lack of political reform, and the continuing arrests and harassment by the religious police. Some even argued that the youths
could not be appeased anymore. I vividly remember a late-night
drive from Qatif down dusty streets lined with thousands of date
palms to one of the outlying villages. The man I was about to
meet had been a local leader of the rebellion in the Eastern Province in 1979, as were hundreds of others of his generation; had led
a cell in his village; and after the uprising had fled into exile, first
to Iran and then to the Shia Shrine city of Sayyida Zeinab outside
of Damascus. Contrary to the shirazi leaders such as cleric Hasan
al-Saffar, the spiritual leader of the Saudi shirazi movement, many
local shirazi leaders who stayed in Saudi Arabia, and some of the
clerics abroad, were critical of doing a deal with the government
that would not include major changes in the situation of the
Saudi Shia. But when a deal was struck in 1993 they eventually
came home and tried to work within the system. However, those
critical of the deal remained so, and started to criticize both the
government and what they saw as a class of “new notables” formed
of co-opted former opposition activists.5
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The flashing lights of an oil-drilling pump that stood just a few
yards away illuminated the road leading up to the house of the
cleric. And when we got out of the car I could hear its noise vividly: tak tak tak tak. I was told the drilling hardly stopped, day or
night. We entered through the back of a small garden to the majlis
of the cleric. A majlis is often quite a large communal space where
people come together in someone’s house to discuss and socialize.
But his majlis was not as grand as the ones I had seen in Riyadh,
Jeddah, or even Qatif;6 it was a small basement room crammed
with books and a few mats on the floor, where he said he was
teaching pupils most days to make up for the lack of proper Shia
religious schools in Saudi Arabia.
We sat down on the floor, and he made us tea. And then he
spoke out against the ruling family, and against the co-opted shirazis, and argued that a new movement should be formed, that
the current approach had not achieved its aims. “As you see, we
live on top of the oil, I see how it is being taken out of our soil
every day. But you also see that our areas are poor, and we do not
get a fair share of the oil income, much of it is wasted through
corruption in the ruling family.”
I felt a bit awkward; here I was, at the heart of Western security
interests in the region, on top of the largest oil reserves in the
world, in one of the most securitized states in the world, and a
long-time opposition cleric was telling me how they were changing tactics and wanted to start working against the government
again. I asked myself if the state and its foreign allies—particularly
the United States—were aware of these tensions, and why they
were not trying to address some of the underlying problems. After
all, these people had decades of experience in oppositional politics, they had networks in every village, and several million people
were deeply frustrated with the way they were being treated.
Would it not be smart to appease them in some way or another?
But serious appeasement of the Shia was not on the agenda. Supporters of the regime often countered that the Wahhabi clergy
would block any substantial change in the position of the Shia.

Protesters pass the “Pearl Roundabout of Qatif,” a roundabout outside of Qatif, Saudi Arabia, that was nicknamed in reference to the Pearl
Roundabout in Bahrain, after opposition cleric Nimr al-Nimr was arrested on July 8, 2012. Photo by a local photographer who wishes to
remain anonymous.
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Three months after this meeting, in February 2009, clashes
broke out at the al-Baqi‘ cemetery in Medina between Eastern
Province Shia and Sunnis as well as security forces, leading to follow-up demonstrations in the Eastern Province. Observing the
protests in 2009 as well as those since 2011, I had to think of what
the cleric had told me that night in 2008: “There is a new youth
movement that can not be controlled anymore and does not listen
to their fathers. And there is a group of shirazis that does not want
to go along with the pro-government path of the Shia leadership.”
One of those clerics, Nimr al-Nimr from Awwamiyya, was the
only local cleric to openly endorse the protests in the Eastern
Province from February 17, 2011 onward, and he became something of a figurehead for the young protesters. Awwamiyya has
long been a hotspot of oppositional Shia political movements. It
was here in 2009 that al-Nimr said that Shia might one day seek
the secession of the Eastern Province and hundreds took to the
streets to protest the regime’s treatment of the Shia. This statement
from al-Nimr, a long-time opposition figure who renounced any
engagement with the state, seemed to confirm the worst fears of
the Saudi ruling family about the loyalty of Saudi Shia and broke
a taboo.7 Many had been arrested in the aftermath of the 2009
protests, and two years later the February 17 protesters demanded
the release of three activists that remained in jail. The regime, wary
that the situation might escalate, released the three and a number
of other Shia prisoners. For a couple of days, it seemed as if an
uneasy calm had returned to the Eastern Province. But as the protests in Bahrain intensified, protesters in the Eastern Province
returned to the streets. Their next demand was for the release of
nine Shia prisoners imprisoned for their alleged involvement in
the Khobar Towers bombings of 1996, which killed nineteen
American servicemen. The nine had been indicted in the United
States in 2001 and were accused of conspiring with Lebanese Hizbullah and Iran. But as American foreign policy priorities changed
after 9/11 they became the “forgotten prisoners,” the name they
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came to be known by amongst Saudi Shia.8 Their pictures were
held up at rallies that demanded their release.
Though relatively small, protests over the following weeks grew
to a few hundred participants, particularly on Thursdays and Fridays, and mainly in Awwamiyya and Qatif. But after the planned
Day of Rage across Saudi Arabia failed to spill over to other regions on March 11, 2011, the Saudi regime regained its confidence,
repressing dissent at home and vying for influence in the countries
whose leaders had fallen, trying to protect its interests against those
of other regional powers. The Saudi media, alongside the media
and regimes of the other GCC member states, portrayed the uprisings in Bahrain and the protests in the Eastern Province as carried
out by Iranian agents, casting doubt on the loyalty of their Shia citizens. This discourse had been used over and over since the Iranian
Revolution in 1979. After Abdullah became king in 2005, it should
have been replaced by one of national dialogue and co-existence,
but by 2011 the narrative of the Shia fifth column was back on the
front pages of Saudi newspapers. It is a dangerous game used by the
Saudi regime to scare the majority of the population into trusting
the ruling family as the sole guarantor of stability.
While small protests continued for two months in the Eastern
Province, they lost momentum after the crackdown on the protest
movement in Bahrain and after it had become clear that the rest
of the country would not join in. Although there was online campaigning for the release of Khalid al-Juhani, the lone protester
who turned up to the protests on March 11 in Riyadh, protests
remained limited. Another blow to the demonstrations in the
Eastern Province came in the form of a statement on April 21 calling for a halt of protests, signed by thirty-five Saudi Shia clerics,
including Hasan al-Saffar. The Saudi state did not make any concessions and arrested over a hundred protesters, thereby laying the
grounds for a much larger protest campaign in the fall.
Within a few months, the achievements of the National Dialogue, which had led to an awareness of and a certain respect for
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diversity within Saudi Arabia, were destroyed and replaced by bigotry and sectarian hatred. When a skirmish occurred outside a
police station in the village of Awwamiyya on October 2, this was
wholeheartedly blamed on agents of a foreign power, a not-soveiled reference to Iran, and cartoons and editorials in Saudi
newspapers presented the Shia as disloyal traitors. This event
indeed was a significant development, but Shia activists tell a very
different story. They relate that the authorities arrested the fathers
of two young activists who had been sought for the protests in
March in order to force the youths to hand themselves in. As news
of the arrests spread throughout the village, villagers began to protest in front of the police station. The police fired into the air to
disperse the crowd, unaware that some of the protesters had
brought their own firearms with them. The videos posted online
do not allow a decision about who fired first, but both sides were
armed and this eventually led to a night of actual guerrilla warfare
around the police station and in later hours in side streets and the
outskirts of Awwamiyya. In total, about a dozen policemen were
injured.9
After these events, the security forces cordoned off the Shia
areas and set up checkpoints in Qatif and the surrounding villages. On November 20, one Shia teenager, Nasir al-Muhayshi,
was shot dead in Qatif. Shia activists claim that he was walking in
the streets when he was shot and that his body was not released,
which led to a protest the next day. During this protest, another
protester, Ali al-Filfil, was killed, and the feelings amongst the citizens were running high. The government claims that the security
forces were shot at by “aggressors,” and in the resulting exchanges
of gunfire at checkpoints two civilians died.10 While this narrative
might have convinced some in Riyadh, Qatif was on fire. On
November 23, tens of thousands took to the streets of Qatif for
the funeral of the two fallen youths. A dangerous spiral of protest,
repression, and public funerals had been set in motion, which had
catalyzed much of the Arab Spring protests. Funerals were key in
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the Arab Spring, since they drew large crowds and emotions were
already high because of the deaths. In many cases, confrontational
tactics by the security forces heightened these tensions and led to
further clashes and casualties. The first days of the uprising in
Bahrain, for example, saw several mass funerals that turned into
political protests. Across Syria, funerals were key in mobilizing all
segments of society, and in deepening disdain of the regime in
rural areas, villages, and popular urban quarters.
In the Qatif demonstration on November 23, protesters chanted
“Death to Al Saud” along with other slogans that called for the
downfall of the governor of the Eastern Province, Prince Muhammad bin Fahd. These chants crossed a line, directly attacking the
ruling family. The response was swift: two more protesters were
killed on that day, “due to the exchange of gunfire with unknown
criminal elements who have infiltrated among citizens” as the
Saudi Ministry of Interior put it.11
I arrived in Riyadh in late November at the height of these
events and on the eve of the month of Muharram, on the tenth
day of which Shia Muslims mourn the battle of Karbala and the
death of Imam Hussayn, the grandson of the Prophet Muhammad. Against all odds it rained heavily when I touched down in
Riyadh, and the streets were flooded. Saudi Arabia was unprepared for heavy rains, and therefore the government had decided
to turn the day into a school holiday, a move that led to a series
of cynical comments on social media networks. Heavy rains in
Jeddah had caused floods in 2009 and early 2011, with more than
a hundred casualties. A corruption scam was uncovered, and it
turned out that planned-and-paid-for structures to deal with
floods had never been built. The rage of Jeddah residents and
several small protests this year were probably as worrisome to the
Saudi regime as the protests in the East, and the upper echelon of
the ruling family was quick to try to prove to the citizenry that
it was dealing with this form of bad government in an effective
way. Governors and ministers were portrayed in the Saudi media

Protesters carrying Bahraini flags demand the fall of the governor of the Eastern Province, Muhammad bin Fahd, in Qatif, Saudi Arabia,
on January 6, 2012. Photo by a local photographer who wishes to remain anonymous.
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touring the flood-affected areas, promising investigations, new
projects, and more “development”.12
“The state has a plan to deal with Shia grievances through development,” a senior official of the Ministry of Interior in Riyadh
said. “But we can’t give the Shia special rights just because of their
sectarian affiliation, or we would have to do this for other groups
as well.” This narrative has been in place for decades, at least since
the underdevelopment of Shia regions was recognized by the state
following the uprising in 1979. But this strategy is not implemented fully. While I was prevented from going to Qatif during
this visit—“for my own safety”—I had visited Qatif and the surrounding villages in 2008. Many of these areas have the feeling of
slums, with mud roads, decaying old city centers, and uncontrolled new property developments at their outskirts. Officials in
Riyadh maintain that there are other regions that are similarly poor
and have not much political say, such as areas in the north and the
south of the country.
Reinforced by the official portrayal of this year’s events, opinions about the Shia in Riyadh reached the point of racist derogatory stereotyping. I had an honest discussion about the situation
of Shia in Saudi Arabia with an academic at a major research center in Riyadh, when he advised me to pay particular attention to
their religious rituals. I said that they are very similar to the rituals
of Shia communities in other countries. But he looked at me with
an all-knowing stare and replied, “Tomorrow is Ashura and you
know what they do then?” Without waiting for my response he
insisted, “At midnight they switch off the light and have group
sex! They don’t care whose wife it is, and then the women bear the
children of random men.” With these absurd views prevailing
amongst some Sunnis, it is no wonder that many Shia do not feel
at home in the Saudi polity, and are even thinking of emigrating.
A full-scale uprising during Ashura arguably was prevented only
by a statement issued by clerics from all the major Shia political
trends that urged their followers not to employ violence against the
security forces and not to use the holiday for political statements.
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The signatories were the leading clerics of the two strands of political Islam amongst Saudi Shia, the shirazi and the local Saudi Hizbullah networks, as well as of the traditionalist notable families.
The latter had been the main intermediaries with the state until the
former opposition groups, mainly the shirazis, had made a deal
with King Fahd in 1993.
These leaders, who came of age during the period of Islamist
grass-roots mobilization in the Eastern Province in the late 1970s
and 1980s, are being challenged by a younger generation, which
does not necessarily believe in the old conflicts that divided the
Shia political groups. As elsewhere in the Arab world, they are
media-savvy and disenfranchised from their political elite, be they
notables or former opposition activists, and they want to capitalize on the Arab uprisings around them.
The ruling family had had an opportunity after the small protests in March to instigate some democratic reforms, or at least
make major concessions toward its Shia citizens that would have
given them some say in the country’s politics and made them feel
part of the Saudi polity. Instead, the regime opted for repression
over the summer months, arresting those involved in the March
protests. But the Arab Spring has fundamentally altered the equation and given hope to Saudi citizens; the old tactics of repression,
defamation, and media blackout have not worked anywhere else
in the Arab world and are unlikely to work indefinitely in Saudi
Arabia. Resentment against the unequal distribution of wealth
runs high all over the country, not just in the Eastern Province. In
other parts of Saudi, the protest campaigns have mainly been for
the release of political prisoners, such as those accused of having
links to al-Qaeda. While these are generally small flash-mob-like
protests with a few dozen participants, they have occurred in areas
that are key power bases of the Saudi regime such as Riyadh,
Buraida, and Dammam.13 Buraida, the capital of al-Qasim province, lies in the historical heartland of the Wahhabiyya and of dissident Islamist movements, including al-Qaeda, and so Buraida has
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a high percentage of political prisoners. Because of its centrality to
the Saudi system, the protests for the release of prisoners in
Buraida, which often include women, are particularly worrying to
the regime. The arrest of eleven women at a protest in the city of
Buraida on January 5, 2013, for the release of political prisoners
was caught on video.14 In early March 2013, a number of women
and men even camped out in Buraida, trying to establish a protest
square, and the next morning 161 of them were arrested.15
A group of reformers mainly from Jeddah and Riyadh have
tried to establish the first political parties and independent human
rights organizations in the country. They have become more outspoken since the start of the Arab Spring, but retribution was
swift. The leaders of the Saudi Civil and Political Rights Association, which has detailed human rights violations and unfair trials
against political dissidents, have been convicted and sentenced to
ten and eleven years in prison.16 There has also been an upsurge in
women’s activism since 2011. Female university students have protested repeatedly across the country, starting in Abha. Women’s
activists have also intensified their campaign to gain the right to
drive.17
King Abdullah actually made some concessions to Saudi women,
even though their political importance should not be exaggerated. He named thirty women to the Majlis al-Shura council, the
appointed advisory council with no legislative powers, in January
2013, and he promised women the right to vote and run for office in
municipal elections in 2015.18 Promptly, however, a group of clerics
demonstrated outside the royal court against the appointment of
women and demanded to meet the king and his royal court chief of
staff to give them advice. Thereby, they defied both the official
clergy, who had forbidden such demonstrations, and the Saudi rulers.19 Sunni Islamists have become increasingly more vocal. Salman
al-Awda, a former leader of the Sahwa, the Saudi Islamist opposition movement that emerged after the 1990–91 Gulf War, and one
of the foremost Sunni Islamist critics of the Saudi government, had
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signed a petition in March 2011 calling for a constitutional monarchy, and reiterated his calls in a highly publicized open letter to the
government on March 15, 2013. In the letter he warned of a sociopolitical explosion if political prisoners were not released and
reforms were not enacted immediately.20
Many of the more peripheral regions of Saudi Arabia are poor
and lack the lifestyle associated with the wealthy Saudis of Riyadh
and Jeddah. This is true for the northern and southern regions of
the country. But the problem is that in the Eastern Province, political economy and regional discrimination overlap with sect, and
this is no coincidence. In December 2011 I took a train from the
capital Riyadh to Hofuf in the Eastern al-Ahsa oasis, which is
made up more or less equally of Sunni and Shia. The railroad had
been built by the Americans to connect the oil industry in the east
to the capital. The next day I had lunch with a Shia lawyer, whom
I had met in 2008. He came to the lobby of my hotel, where I
wanted to hold our meeting. Anxiously, he sat down, hesitant to
speak. I asked him if something was wrong, perhaps with the hotel.
No, he said, “This is a hotel owned by a Shia family.” I had not
known this but it explained why the television in my room had all
the Shia satellite television stations streaming in from Kuwait, Iraq,
Lebanon, and Iran. In fact, I could now understand how, in this
virtual world, I could see some of the prominent clerics from Qatif
such as Hasan al-Saffar, Munir al-Khabbaz, or Fawzi al-Sayf on
television in Saudi Arabia even though no Shia satellite channel is
allowed to broadcast from Saudi Arabia. Their sermons in Qatif are
recorded and streamed directly to the channels in Kuwait that
beam them back into the Eastern Province, where people that cannot attend a particular hussainiyya or mosque can see them. There
is hardly a better way to describe how mass media can forge collective identities amongst a people the state is desperately trying to
keep divided. So even though I was prevented from going to
Qatif—“for my own safety,” I could sit a 140 kilometers away in
Hofuf and watch the sermons in real time. And while the sermons
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did not address the recent protests outright, they used the language
of oppression and resistance that is key to the discourse of Ashura,
and everyone knew that the clerics were talking about the repressive actions of the state, in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and beyond.
In the lobby of the hotel, my friend pointed to a man sitting
behind us, indicating he was a security agent. I was not particularly surprised, given the tensions in the country, and also did not
have any illusions that we could shake them off, but I got into the
car with my friend anyway, and we went to a restaurant in a different part of town. His windshield was still splintered in the same
way as it had been three years ago, broken from a stone that hit it
on one of the mud roads in the Shia villages of al-Ahsa. Over
lunch he told me how he and his fellow activists believed in the
success of the Arab uprisings, even in Saudi Arabia and even if it
would take a long time: “The Arab train against the repressive
regimes has departed, there is no turning it back. We have promised our children that they will grow up in dignity, not the way we
had to grow up.”
He argued that after initial protests in the spring, the government arrested many protesters, but community leaders had agreed
that it was best to stop protests and negotiate with the government, as the Shia were too weak to protest alone. Over the summer they were hoping for some response from the government,
and some concessions, but this hope was in vain. The Shia activists could not even mobilize people for the municipal elections
held in September 2011. The elections were supposed to be held in
2009 but were delayed, and the announcement that they would
be held in 2011 was the first political “concession” made by the
Saudi king, Abdullah, after the start of the Arab Spring. The limited participation in the elections across the country indicated a
general disenfranchisement with institutionalized politics and the
limited powers of the municipal councils.21
Reading through the newspapers back in Riyadh I was baffled
that the Shia issue and the protests in the Eastern Province had
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made it to the front pages of Saudi newspapers. The protests in
spring had not been discussed in Saudi media; discussions there
were confined to threatening statements by the Interior Ministry
and official religious scholars. But now, since the shooting in
Awwamiyya in October 2011 and particularly the mass protests in
late November, the regime felt that the Shia protests were best
publicly discussed and labeled as an Iranian conspiracy. It also
forced all the Shia notables and clerical leaders to come forward
and publicly, in the press, apologize for the bad behavior of some
of the Shia youth, as those who did not would be labeled as the
worst of traitors. Statements by the Ministry of Interior referred to
“instigators of sedition, discord and unrest that were acting at the
behest of a foreign country seeking to undermine the security and
stability of the homeland,”22 a not-so-thinly veiled reference to
Iran. Though the narrative of the Shia as Iranian agents had been
used immediately after the Iranian Revolution, there had been
almost no direct allegations of that nature in the official Saudi
media since the late 1990s, particularly not since the start of the
National Dialogue. But here was the Ministry of Interior saying
just that. The statement and pictures of hooded youths burning
tires and driving motorbikes spread within a few hours in Saudi
media. After Muharram 2011 passed without major demonstrations, the state started a fresh arrest campaign, offering financial
rewards for information leading to the arrest of twenty-three Shia
youths, initiating an actual manhunt in the Eastern Province and
further inflaming the situation.23
Feelings amongst Saudi Shia again ran high before the one-year
anniversary of the uprising in Bahrain on February 14, 2012. On
Thursday February 9, a celebration in Qatif of the birthday of the
Prophet Muhammad, which Shia commemorate but Sunnis do
not, turned into a demonstration calling for reforms and the release
of prisoners, after which the protester Munir al-Maydani was shot
dead. A day later, after Friday prayers, another protester, Zuhayr Al
Said, was killed. Their funeral procession again turned into huge
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demonstrations on February 13 in Qatif and Awwamiyya, with tens
of thousands of participants.
When I spoke to some of my Saudi Shia friends on the phone,
they were appalled by the government’s reaction, but also said that
they personally had very limited powers to stop the youths from
protesting. One story I was told was of a father who tried to prevent his son from going to the nightly protests in Qatif. The father
had been a member of the Shia opposition in the 1980s and had
lived abroad in exile, where his son was born. He returned in 1993
and stopped his oppositional and political activities. When the
Arab Spring swept across the region, his son, now in his early
twenties, became active online and soon went out to the demonstrations. One evening, a day after a young Shia had been shot
dead by the security forces and feelings were running high, his
father tried to talk him out of it and closed the door in front of his
son. He told his son that he should not go out, that he feared for
his son’s life. He argued that it would not lead to anything, and
that when he and his own friends were young they had, for over a
decade, tried to fight against this regime, but to no avail. There
was no other option than to sit and wait, and hope that some
gains could be secured through dialogue. Furious, the son replied,
“You destroyed the livelihood of the family, we had to grow up in
exile in Syria, and when we came back to Saudi we did not have
anything, we had to start from scratch. We were poorer than our
neighbors because you went away. If it was not for your convictions, then why did you do it? You have lost our family’s wealth,
and you sold out your beliefs by coming back home. And now
you want to prevent me from fighting for my convictions?”
The son had won the argument, and the father let him out into
the night of Qatif to protest in the face of the security forces, just
as he had done three decades earlier in 1979, when he had seen
some of his friends shot dead.
But after these last killings, even Hasan al-Saffar, who had been
the main intermediary between the Shia community and the

Protesters raise a banner declaring “Here is the Republic of al-Ahsa and Qatif: Not the Kingdom of Wahhabism and Al Saud” and
bearing the name of the Coalition for Freedom and Justice in Qatif, Saudi Arabia, on July 10, 2012. Photo by a local photographer
who wishes to remain anonymous.
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government for two decades, and had been repeatedly received by
King Abdullah, spoke out. While he had previously urged protesters to remain at home, he now criticized the security forces for
killing young Shia. The response was swift: the Interior Ministry
attacked him harshly, denouncing the protests in Qatif as the
“new terrorism” that would be handled “with an iron fist.”24
The Eastern Province was relatively calm for several months until
the arrest of Nimr al-Nimr on July 8 started a third protest cycle.25
His arrest gave the Shia youth another cause that brought thousands to the streets. Immediately after his arrest, large demonstrations erupted in Qatif and two protesters were shot dead, Akbar
al-Shakhuri from Awwamiyya and Muhammad al-Filfil from Shuwaikha.26 Young activists started to adopt the tactics of the Bahraini
youth, including the use of Molotov cocktails against government
buildings and police patrols and the nightly burning of tires on
roads. Some youth and opposition groups formed a decentralized
coalition, the Coalition for Freedom and Justice.27 The security
forces, meanwhile, continued to hunt those on a list of twenty-three
wanted, and in their raids in late September killed or injured several
of them.28 On December 27, 2012, eighteen-year-old Ahmad Al
Matar was shot dead by the security forces, and his funeral turned
into a large demonstration.29
While the replacement in January 2013 of Muhammad bin
Fahd, the long-serving governor of the Eastern Province, with
Saud bin Nayef gave the Shia some hope of a fresh start, repression against government critics and anti-Shia incitement have not
subsided since.30 The regime moved ahead with trials against
those arrested for political subversion, both Sunni and Shia. In
March 2013, the public prosecutor even demanded the death penalty, possibly by crucifiction, for the cleric Nimr al-Nimr, causing
outrage amongst the Shia. At the same time, sixteen Saudi Shia,
one Lebanese, and one Iranian were arrested in cities throughout
the kingdom, including in Mecca, Riyadh, and the Eastern Province, and accused of having formed a spy cell at the behest of Iran.
Saudi media again portrayed all Saudi Shia as disloyal.31 Saudi
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Shia notables from Qatif and al-Ahsa, including Hasan al-Saffar,
signed several statements that refuted the allegations and the targeting of the Shia community as a whole. Thereafter, most of the
signatories, including senior leaders of the shirazis, were questioned by the security forces, and many were banned from traveling abroad.32
So, while the Saudi ruling family, through its use of handouts
of wealth, repression, and sectarianism, managed to survive the
Arab Spring and prevent mass protests by Shia and Sunnis around
a common cause, this led to a severe worsening of the relationship
between the Saudi Shia and the state, to the extent that distrust
between the two sides has probably never been as high since the
Iranian revolution in 1979. Because the root causes of the protests
in the Eastern Province have not been addressed, there likely will
be more protests in the future, as well as more violence from the
state. And while the state relentlessly used the “Shia threat” narrative to scare the Sunnis, there were signs that protests for the
release of political prisoners and demands for political reform
were no longer confined to the Eastern Province, but were spreading to Buraida and Riyadh in the heartland of the Saudi state.

6

THE ORANGE MOVEMENT

“We will not allow you, your highness, to take Kuwait into the
a b y s s o f a u t o c r a c y. . . . W e n o l o n g e r f e a r y o u r p r i s o n s a n d
your baton sticks.”
—Musallam al-Barrak, October 15, 2012,
Irada Square, Kuwait City1

“We will not condone street chaos, riot or any action that
stymies public life and work. We will not allow seeds of
s e d i t i o n s t o b e g r o w n i n o u r d e a r c o u n t r y. W e w i l l n o t a l l o w
violence and chaos to spread among our youth. We will not let
anybody mislead our dear youth with illusions and lies. We will
n o t a l l o w t h e h i j a c k i n g o f t h e n a t i o n’s w i l l t h r o u g h e m p t y c a l l s
and false heroism.”
—Sabah al-Ahmad al-Jabir al-Sabah, Amir of Kuwait,
October 19, 2012, Kuwait City2

Kuwait, too, experienced youth-led mass protests in the wake of
the Arab Spring, with the largest political demonstrations to date
from October to December 2012. The popularity of the youth
movement became clear to me when I attended a dinner party of
93
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the Kuwaiti young and fashionable in December 2012. My host
had invited me to give me a break from work, from talking about
politics, but at the party of well-off twenty- and thirtysomethings
all the talk was about the recent political events in the country.
Economically, these people could not complain. They were the
sons and daughters of the old merchant families who had engaged
in long-distance trade, pearling, and after the discovery of oil grew
ever richer by securing government contracts and monopolizing
certain sectors of the economy. Many of these young people
already headed companies or branches of their parents’ business
conglomerates. Their parents’ generation had in the 1950s and
1960s been inspired by Arab nationalism and leftist ideologies,
and had sought to curtail the power of the ruling family via
nationalist rhetoric. To counter these Arab nationalist merchant
families, the Kuwaiti ruling family formed new alliances and
encouraged the immigration and naturalization of tribal groups
that settled at the periphery of Kuwait city. This exacerbated the
division between the long sedentarized groups, the hadar, and the
Bedouins, the badu.3
But to my surprise, many at the party supported the protest
movement and some had even been tear-gassed at the protests
themselves. Perhaps the strongest advocate of the protest movement was also the most unlikely. A gay architect in his early thirties,
he spent much of his time in Europe and traveling the region to
supervise his projects. There was not much that he personally had
in common with some of the leaders of the Kuwaiti opposition,
which includes salafis, tribal figures, and septuagenarian leftists.
But he said he fully supported the protest movement and had seldom felt so empowered as when he attended one of the large protests with tens of thousands of participants in November. Another
descendant from one of the wealthiest merchant families whom I
met separately explained to me that he had initially been skeptical
of the protests and went along with some friends to the first large
protest on October 15 merely out of curiosity. These protests came
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to be known as Dignity of a Nation (Karamat Watan), named after
the anonymous Twitter account that was calling for protests and
directed them around town.4 The October 15 protest was attacked
by security forces, who teargassed protesters, beat them with batons,
and arrested some. This repression, which for Kuwaiti standards
was severe and unheard of in recent years, radicalized him. This was
the day he decided to put his efforts into changing the political
system of the country, as he felt a deep sense of belonging, perhaps
for the first time ever, to the country and its citizens. He said that
when running from the tear gas it did not matter that many of the
other people at the protest had long beards, the hallmark of the
salafis, and that many came from tribes that lived in less-well-off
areas and with whom he might never have interacted beforehand.
The support for the protest movement then came from a whole
range of sectors of Kuwaiti society, from all classes, sects, and tribes,
and so as in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia the ruling family and its
allies had to come up with a narrative that divided the protesters
and prevented a possible common opposition front. This narrative
was the badu-hadar divide.
So while there are similarities, for example in the divide-andrule strategies of the government and in the demands of the opposition for a constitutional monarchy, the Kuwaiti case is quite
distinct from those of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. But the sectarian
fallout from the protests in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia profoundly
affected Kuwaiti politics and society, making it a key arena of the
sectarian Gulf.
I had also visited Kuwait in late February 2012, after Prime Minister Nasser al-Muhammad al-Sabah had been ousted and a new
majority opposition parliament had been elected. It had already
become clear that the dreams of the Arab Spring would take longer
than a few months to materialize, and Syria had descended into
civil war. Kuwait has a population between 2.5 and 3 million people, of whom 1.3 million are Kuwaiti citizens. Between 20 and 30
percent of Kuwaiti citizens are Shia, and they hail originally from
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Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia (al-Ahsa), and Bahrain, with the biggest
group (70 percent of the Shia) being of Iranian origin.5 They often
retain a strong group identity and links to their places of origin.6
Many Kuwaiti Shia as well as Sunni liberals had viewed the protests in Bahrain with enthusiasm and were appalled by the government crackdown there. Some Shia started to mobilize in support
of Bahrain and staged small demonstrations in Kuwait.7 Reflecting
the delicate sectarian balance in Kuwait and the prominence of the
Shia notable families, the Kuwaiti amir Sabah al-Ahmad al-Jabir
al-Sabah personally tried to mediate between the Bahraini opposition and the ruling family at several points in February and March
2011. But his efforts were sharply rebuked by the Bahraini ruling
family.8 As a result, Kuwait stayed largely out of the crackdown in
Bahrain, as some Shia Kuwaiti soldiers reportedly refused to participate in the GCC intervention in Bahrain as part of the Pen
insula Shield Force.9 As a compromise, Kuwait sent a symbolic
detachment of naval units that could not be used against Bahraini
protesters.10
Many Sunni Islamists in Kuwait, on the other hand, lauded the
government crackdown on protesters in Bahrain. With the start of
the mass protests in Syria, and the heavy involvement of Sunni
Islamists there, these Sunnis also started to mobilize support for the
Syrian opposition and demanded that Kuwait supply them with
arms.11 In February 2012, most Shia I spoke to were deeply suspicious of the intentions of the new parliament. Sunni Islamists, particularly the salafis and the Muslim Brotherhood, and tribal figures
had mobilized by resorting to identity politics, a populist rhetoric
that was often based on communal, sectarian, or tribal identities,
and had won a landslide victory in the parliamentary elections held
on February 2, 2012.12 Four MPs came from the Kuwaiti branch of
the Muslim Brotherhood, making it for a brief period the most
powerful and visible branch of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Gulf
states.13 In total, thirty-five MPs in the parliament sought to curtail
the authoritarianism of the ruling family and formed a so-called
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“majority bloc,” seeking greater accountability, more democracy,
and an investigation of corruption allegations. This was arguably
the first time a staunch majority of parliament was against the ruling family, and the ruling family saw the “majority bloc” as a foremost political threat.
One evening in February 2012 I did what most male Kuwaitis of
a certain age do: I went to a number of diwaniyyas, or discussion
gatherings, that are held in Diwans, salons attached to houses or in
the case of the wealthiest men large buildings, to sip tea and talk
politics. One diwaniyya I went to was hosted by a well-known Shia
journalist and included a prominent group of mainly Shia intellectuals, journalists, and politicians. They explained to me how Kuwait
had become a regional hub for religious television channels and
other media and how its media sector had became embroiled in the
sectarian Gulf. Because of its relative political and religious openness, regional political and religious movements had used Kuwait
to establish media outlets over the past decade. I had seen some of
these channels on screens in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, and it was
interesting that while some air Shia religious slogans others promote salafi religious messages.14 But it was considered taboo in
Kuwaiti media to discuss the protests and condemn the crackdown
in Bahrain and particularly in Qatif. Both protest movements
received only very limited attention on Gulf-owned channels such
as Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiya, and if they were reported, these channels usually focused on alleged Iranian meddling.15 Hence, Gulf
Shia would watch the Iranian-sponsored Arabic-language al-Alam
channel, Lebanese Hizbullah’s al-Manar, the Iraqi Ahlulbait television, pro-Assad Syrian channels or some of the Kuwaiti Shia channels. The new cold war in the Middle East turned into a full-fledged
media war, in which media outlets were either with the protests in
Bahrain and Qatif and for Assad’s regime, or with the protests in
Syria and against those in Bahrain and Qatif.
At the diwaniyya I also met Abd al-Hussayn al-Sultan, the editorin-chief of the Kuwaiti newspaper al-Dar and a shirazi activist.
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The newspaper al-Dar and the TV channel al-‘Adala were new
media outlets that catered to the Shia community. They were
founded by Shia businessmen, who had expanded their business
and media empires under Prime Minister Nasser al-Muhammad
al-Sabah.16 As al-Sultan told me, al-Dar had been temporarily suspended for reporting about the protests in Bahrain and Qatif in
Spring 2012, and would be closed down for good by the end of
2012. In a similar vein, a Kuwaiti Shia was even sentenced to ten
years in prison for his tweets critical of the ruling families of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, as well as for allegedly insulting the prophet
Muhammad and Aisha, one of the prophet’s wives.17
This polarization of Middle Eastern media hardened people’s
perceptions of a sectarian divide. Most Kuwaiti Shia I met adopted
the narrative portrayed in Shia- or Iranian-funded media that the
Syrian uprising is just a Western plot funded by the Gulf states.
They largely supported the regime of Bashar al-Assad, and nurtured
deep suspicions toward the intentions and makeup of the Syrian
opposition, while Sunnis would often say the exact opposite. Sectarianism also became a campaign tool for prospective salafi and
Shia MPs. One man, who had just been elected an MP in the February 2012 elections, seemed to personify the new sectarian Gulf
and all its contradictions: Abd al-Hamid Dashti.18 Dashti is a
prime example of a Shia identity entrepreneur, who tries to profit
from a strengthened Shia identity in the region and has written a
short history of the Shia in the Gulf.19 But he has become such a
controversial figure mainly because he strongly supported the protests in Bahrain and headed a Bahrain solidarity group in Kuwait.
He was in touch with all sectors of the Bahraini opposition and
during February and March 2011 tried to mediate an agreement
between the opposition and the regime there. At the same time,
however, he kept business ties with people close to the Syrian
regime and even organized an event at which money for Bashar alAssad’s regime was collected in Kuwait, an act that was seen as hostile by the Syrian opposition and many Sunnis in Kuwait.20
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But Sunni-Shia relations in Kuwait had not historically been as
problematic as in most neighboring states. In fact, the al-Sabah
ruling family has had a traditional alliance with the Shia merchant
families, several of whom have created huge business conglomerates and amassed large amounts of wealth, and the al-Sabah have
repeatedly used the Shia merchants as a counterweight to the Arab
nationalist-leaning Sunni merchant elite.21
Nothing better displays the relationship between the old Sunni
and Shia families in Kuwait than a drive through Kuwait City,
through the neighborhoods of Bneid el-Gar and Sharq. Old buildings are slowly but steadily being replaced by skyscrapers, but right
next to the old palace of the ruling family stand the houses of
wealthy Shia merchant families, some of whom hailed from Iran
and who contributed to Kuwait’s cosmopolitan society. If one drives
out into these neighborhoods immediately adjacent to down
town, large Shia mourning houses are built alongside Diwans
from wealthy Shia and Sunni families. Some of these are large
buildings that tower over major traffic intersections.
Unlike the Shia in Bahrain and the Eastern Province, who all
claim to be the original inhabitants of their areas, Kuwaitis of all
persuasions hail from somewhere else and mainly settled in the
region over the past two centuries, chiefly for economic and political reasons. Hence, Kuwait could be called an immigrant society,
in which the different groups retained features of their previous
identities while also coming together as part of something new.22
But a country that is, as one Kuwaiti described it to me, “sandwiched” in between Iran, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia cannot escape the
political developments in these countries. The Iranian Revolution
and Iran’s attempt to export the revolution, and a bombing campaign carried out by Shia activists based in Kuwait in the 1980s, all
fueled sectarian animosities in the country.23 Likewise, parts of the
Sunni communities in Kuwait became radicalized, and anti-Shia
rhetoric started to become more widespread. The Saudi-Iranian
rivalry and the rise of Iraqi Shia after the Iraq War all left their
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mark, as did the rise of both Sunni and Shia Islamists in Kuwait,
for whom doctrinal differences were important.24 As regional tensions increased, sectarianism became more openly displayed in
Kuwaiti politics, and it started to be used by sectarian identity
entrepreneurs and political groupings to further their interests.
A key factor in the rise of sectarianism in Kuwait was the
“Mughniya issue.” After the military commander of Lebanese
Hizbullah Imad Mughniya was assassinated in Damascus on February 12, 2008, two Kuwaiti Shia MPs from the Kuwaiti branch of
the transnational Hizbullah networks and some other prominent
Shia decided to mourn his death in public.25 Mughniya is a persona non grata amongst most Sunni Kuwaitis, who accuse him of
having hijacked a Kuwait Airways airliner in 1988 to secure the
release of Shia prisoners in Kuwait.26 After the funeral the two
MPs were expelled from a cross-sectarian opposition alliance, the
Popular Action Bloc.27 They henceforth allied themselves with
Prime Minister Nasser al-Muhammad al-Sabah, who was being
challenged by the opposition in parliament and had long had
strong ties with Kuwaiti Shia merchant families.28
This alliance ensured that when the youth movement against
the prime minister started in earnest in 2009, and was given new
impetus by the Arab Spring, the Shia political elite stood firmly
with the prime minister and the al-Sabah ruling family. The ruling
family increasingly labeled the protest movement as a tribal uprising against the sedentary people of Kuwait. While a majority of
those opposing the ruling family are Islamists and belong to tribes,
it would be too simplistic to view the opposition just through this
lens. The struggle in Kuwait is mainly between a population that
wants more political say and economic justice, and a ruling family
and an oligarchy bent on trying to prevent just that. And the
youth movement that has emerged as a strong force in Kuwaiti
politics over the past few years has accelerated that struggle, seeking to speed up political change to a full constitutional monarchy,
in which the ruling family would give up many of its political
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powers. While the Arab Spring has given new impetus to the
youth movement, the Kuwaiti youth activists argue that their
movement predated the Arab Spring, that it started in 2006. In
2005 and 2006, a so-called Orange Movement, named after the
orange flags and T-shirts worn by protesters, fought for the right
of women to vote and the reduction of the number of electoral
constituencies from twenty-five to five, in an effort to curb alleged
election rigging that benefited pro-ruling family candidates in the
smaller constituencies. The protest movement, led in part by some
of the same youth activists as today, succeeded, and the government had to concede these demands.29 In reminiscence of this
earlier mobilization, Orange flags again became the key marker of
the Kuwaiti protests in 2011 and 2012.
Thereafter, the youth movement decided to focus on another
main goal from October 2009 forward: the removal of the unelected
prime minister Nasser al-Muhammad al-Sabah. The slogan Irhal,
“get lost,” became a rallying cry, and Kuwaiti activists claim that
they had coined this term before it became a key slogan in the
Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions in 2011.30
In early 2011, a new informal youth group was formed, calling
itself al-Sur al-Khamis, the Fifth Wall, in a reference to the four
walls that had protected the old city of Kuwait from attacks. It
sought to intensify the campaign against the prime minister and
for political reforms. This group was formed after some opposition
MPs were beaten during an attack by security forces on a gathering
at the diwaniyya of former Muslim Brotherhood MP Jama‘an alHirbish. Many Kuwaiti activists have told me that this was a wakeup call for them, as it showed that the regime was willing to use
limited violence to undermine its opponents. As Kuwaiti youth
activists and former opposition MPs proudly relate, the attack on
December 8, 2010, predated the self-immolation of Muhammad
Bouazizi that set off the Tunisian Revolution by nine days. By
making that analogy, they emphasize the importance of domestic
factors for the mass mobilization Kuwait has since seen.31

Protest on Irada Square in front of the National Assembly, the Kuwaiti parliament, Kuwait City, on November 21, 2011. Photo by a
local photographer who wishes to remain anonymous.
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So over the past few years youths have become a powerful force
in Kuwaiti politics that has undermined some established political
groupings while making alliances with others. Key activists, for
example, stem from the youth branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, while many are members of some powerful tribes.32 In early
2011, a number of youth activists established a political group for
youths, the Civil Democratic Movement, which calls for a constitutional monarchy.33
Protests gained pace throughout 2011, and things came to a
head in November 2011 when youth activists stormed the Kuwaiti
parliament in a protest against the government. This led a few
days later to the resignation of the Kuwaiti prime minister Nasser
al-Muhammad al-Sabah. The context for the storming of the
assembly had been allegations of wide-scale corruption and vote
buying by the prime minister, and in the months that followed
more details about large payments from the prime minister to a
range of MPs surfaced in the Kuwaiti press.34 After this success,
the demands of the youth movement were taken on by the established opposition groups, particularly the Muslim Brotherhood
and a number of independent politicians, who started calling for
an elected prime minister, the legalization of political parties, and
a full constitutional monarchy.35
Jabir al-Mubarak al-Sabah, a former minister of defense and
first deputy prime minister, was appointed as the new prime minister. The aforementioned newly elected February 2012 parliament
moved ahead on the corruption investigations, but according to
one member of the “majority bloc,” a “nasty plot” led to the dissolution of the parliament. In June, after just 120 days, the constitutional court declared the elections invalid, thereby dissolving
the opposition-dominated parliament.36 In response, tens of
thousands participated in a rally that was held at Irada Square (the
Square of “Popular” Will) in front of the National Assembly,
the Kuwaiti parliament. Irada Square had become a symbol of the
protest movement, not unlike Tahrir Square in Cairo or the Pearl
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Roundabout in Manama, with a speaker’s corner, tents, and large
carpets to sit on, and at times daily gatherings.37
Kuwait’s parliament—the most powerful in the Arab Gulf
countries—and its relatively free media and tradition of political
debate, above all in the diwaniyyas, distinguishes it from the other
members of the GCC. Following a bargain between the wealthy
merchant families and the al-Sabah ruling family, the amir granted
Kuwait a parliament and a constitution in 1962, a year after the
State of Kuwait was established and the British Protectorate over
Kuwait ended. The amir, however, retains the right to dissolve parliament and has suspended it twice in 1976 and 1986.38 Only the
invasion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein in 1990 proved to be a
game changer. After the country was liberated from Iraqi occupation in the First Gulf War, the exiled Kuwaiti ruling family reached
a deal with the opposition that turned Kuwait into a liberalized
autocracy and the most progressive political system in the GCC.
The Kuwaiti parliament and the constitution were reinstated. Parliamentary elections throughout the 1990s and the 2000s were
genuine political contestations with sophisticated campaigning
and large voter turnout.39 But many Kuwaitis feel it is time to also
demand an elected government and an elected prime minister.
As the year progressed, sectarian tensions increased and the longstanding political crisis climaxed. After dissolving the February
2012 parliament, the constitutional court reinstated the previous
parliament that had existed before the February 2012 elections, but
it never convened. In October the amir dissolved that parliament
and called for new elections on December 1, 2012.40 Outraged, several Kuwaiti opposition groups called for popular protests. A first
large protest on October 15 at Irada Square was broken up by the
security forces. Musallam al-Barrak, an opposition figure who had
gained the most votes for a single candidate in the February 2012
elections, gave a fiery speech that publicly challenged the political
authority of the amir. The amir then confronted the protesters
directly on October 19, 2012. He described the protests as “chaotic
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sedition that could jeopardize our country (and) undermine our
national unity” and decreed changes to the electoral law, limiting
voters to being able to choose just one candidate instead of four
as had previously been the case.41 The opposition said this would
give more chances to less popular candidates and would allow for
more government interference. A coalition of opposition groups
announced a boycott of the upcoming December 1 parliamentary
elections. Two days later, on October 21, a massive protest first
flocked toward Irada Square and was then redirected via the Dignity
of a Nation Twitter account to various other areas of the capital,
including to the Kuwait Towers, with numbers estimated between
50,000 and 150,000. This protest was the biggest in Kuwait’s history, and protesters were attacked with rubber bullets and tear gas
by security forces, leading to injuries and many arrests, including of
some opposition figures and several members of the ruling family.42
The following weeks were characterized by a deep polarization of
Kuwaiti society over the future of the political system and more
mass protests.43 People went out into the streets again after al-Barrak was arrested on October 29 and charged with insulting the amir
for the speech he had given on October 15. Subsequent protests led
to his release.44
Bowing to popular pressure, the government allowed another
huge demonstration with tens of thousands of participants on
November 30, 2012, which called for the boycott of the parliamentary elections the following day.45 In the elections, mainly Sunni
Islamists, tribal leaders, and the nationalist opposition urged their
supporters to abstain from voting. Due to the participation of the
Shia, many of the hadar merchant families, and a number of
smaller tribes loyal to the ruling family, participation in the parliamentary elections was almost 40 percent.46 Shia parliamentarians
clearly profited from the boycott of the Sunni Islamists, and took
seventeen out of fifty seats. While this is roughly proportionate to
their share of the population, this was more political representation than they ever had before.47 While this affirmed their loyalty

Security forces shoot water cannons at stateless (Bidun) protesters demanding citizenship rights in “Freedom Square” in Timaa, Jahra,
outside of Kuwait City, on December 19, 2011. Photo by a local photographer who wishes to remain anonymous.
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to the ruling family, it played into the hands of Sunni hardliners,
who denounced the Shia participation in the elections.48
The ruling family and the new parliament quickly resumed
business as usual. In fact, many supporters of the new parliament
argued that for the first time in many years, the appointed government could actually implement significant infrastructure projects,
based on a national development plan, which hitherto had been
delayed by a critical parliament.49
The opposition, on the other hand, boycotted and will remain
outside the political process until new elections are called. It can
make its voice heard only through street protests, through discussions in diwaniyyas, and on social media. In the aftermath of the
elections, more protests were organized through the Dignity of a
Nation Twitter account, including a large rally on December 8,
2012.50 The youth movement organized a sleep-in at Irada square
on December 15 to protest against the opening of the first session
of the new parliament, but a heavy security presence forced the
protesters to move to the banking quarter. The account has called
for several rallies since, and vowed to continue as long as the parliament is in office. At the fifth Dignity of a Nation rally on January
6, the security forces quickly dispersed demonstrators. The sixth
rally on January 13, 2013, was called in the Sabah Naser suburb, a
stronghold of the oppositional tribes. The security forces did not
intervene, and several thousand participated in the rally.51 From
December onward, some youth activists also started to move away
from places such as Irada Square to hold nightly protests in residential areas, but security forces often moved in quickly to disperse
the protesters. A number of youth activists have also been arrested
and put on trial. So while repression has increased, the youth
movement and the group of former MPs that made up the majority bloc in the February 2012 parliament continue to try to bring
down the current parliament and government. While protests have
become less frequent and smaller in Spring 2013, an alliance of
youth groups and former MPs established a common opposition
front in March 2013, the Popular Action Movement, with clear
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goals such as an elected government, a return to the old voting system, and the legalization of political parties.52 The sentencing on
April 15, 2013, of Musallam al-Barrak, one of the leaders of the new
opposition front, to five years in jail for his November 2012 “We
will not allow you” speech again brought thousands into the streets.
These protests were broken up violently by the security forces.53
While these mass protests rocked Kuwait, and a stand-off over
the December 2012 parliamentary elections polarized Kuwaiti society, large protests erupted in other parts of Kuwait. They happened
in the shantytowns located just a fifteen-minute drive from Kuwait
City, where the unpaved roads and crammed, tiny houses stand in
starkest contrast to the skyscrapers of downtown Kuwait. These are
some of the poorest areas in the Gulf, areas many Kuwaitis have
never been to. They are the Bidun, the more than hundred thousand stateless people of Kuwait.54 Most Bidun are former nomads
who missed out on registering for Kuwaiti citizenship when Kuwait
gained independence from Britain in 1961 and introduced Kuwaiti
passports. The Bidun, who do not have passports and are banned
from voting, from higher education and from many jobs and social
services, want greater regulation of their situation and the benefits
of Kuwaiti citizenship.55 But their problem touches upon some of
the key issues of Kuwaiti politics: political economy, the demonization of tribes in the media, and sectarianism. A former Sunni MP
argued that around 45 percent of the Bidun are Shia.56 Bidun rights
activists, however, claim that there are more Bidun, and that the
number of Shia amongst them might be as high as 60 percent,
with many from Shia tribes originally from Iraq.57 Even though
the Shia are now allied with the ruling family, they are still often
viewed with suspicion. A naturalization of the Bidun would therefore change the sectarian balance in Kuwait in favor of the Shia.
While the Bidun have long complained about their grievances
and have held protests for years, the Arab Spring has given them
new hope, and they have held regular large protests since 2011,
particularly in their neighborhoods. The right to protest techni-
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cally is enshrined in the Kuwaiti constitution, but it only applies
to Kuwaiti citizens, and since the Bidun do not have citizenship
they face potentially harsh sentences for participating in protests
with Kuwaiti citizens. This kept the Bidun largely away from the
Dignity of a Nation protests, although some Bidun activists participated. The Bidun protests at the periphery are also illegal and
get cracked down on quickly, but protests are more difficult to
repress and protesters can escape more easily from the security
forces.58 The Bidun activists trust neither the government nor the
opposition and are becoming increasingly radicalized and frustrated by their situation.59
So the Kuwaiti situation differs from the regime-led sectarianism seen in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, indicating the potential
limits of sectarian rhetoric by the Gulf regimes. But the Kuwaiti
ruling family and its supporters have come up with a similarly
xenophobic narrative, albeit one that points the finger at the Muslim Brotherhood, the tribes, and to a certain extent also the Bidun.
Kuwait has for decades been a testing ground for regional political
reforms. Opponents of democratic change in other Gulf states
often use the conflicts surrounding Kuwait’s parliament to argue
that democracy does not work in the Gulf. Advocates of democratization in the Gulf likewise look to Kuwait to make the opposite
case, arguing that the political machinations of the ruling family
undermine the functioning of the parliament.60 The Kuwaiti
opposition and the youth activists are well aware that they are
fighting a larger struggle with ramifications across the Gulf. If
Kuwait were to move in the direction of a real constitutional
monarchy, this would set a precedent. They know, therefore, that
they have to overcome opposition not only by the Kuwaiti ruling
family but also by the other Gulf ruling families. The standoff
between advocates of a constitutional monarchy and the ruling
family and its allies will therefore intensify and is shaped by the
realities of the sectarian Gulf that allow for the manipulation of
sectarian and tribal identities.

7
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“ Fr o m O m a n t o B a h r a i n , o n e p e o p l e , n o t t w o . ”
—Protest chant in front of Bahraini embassy
in Muscat, Oman, March 19, 20111

“Where is Democracy?”
“No to Corruption!”
—Protesters’ slogans, Muscat, Oman, February 18, 20112

“Knowing that those that satisfy themselves and upset their
people tomorrow will have someone else sitting in their seat,
for those that think the country is in your and your kids’
names, the countr y is for the people, and its glories are
t h e i r s . R e p e a t w i t h o n e v o i c e , f o r o n e f a i t h : W e a r e a l l Tu n i s i a
in the face of repressive elites. . . . The Arab gover nments
and who rules them are, without exception, thieves.”
—Muhammad ibn al-Dhib al-Ajami, Qatari poet, 20113

Across the Gulf, regimes suppressed calls for democracy, freedom,
and dignity with a sectarian rhetoric and by accusing protesters
of having a foreign agenda to delegitimize protest movements.
And this has had repercussions beyond Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and
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Kuwait—in the UAE, Qatar, and Oman as well as in Syria, Iraq,
Lebanon, and Iran. A sectarian Gulf worked both internally and
externally as a divisive force and as a legitimizing tool for the GCC
monarchies. Saudi Arabia and the UAE sent the biggest contingents to Bahrain as part of the Peninsula Shield Force in midMarch 2011. Even though other Gulf countries, particularly Oman
and Kuwait, were hesitant, the move eventually was backed by all
GCC member states due to Saudi pressure.4 Driven by the sectarian logic and the ultimate goal of regime survival, the Gulf states
shaped the Arab Fall and became key in the counter-revolution
across the region. Internally, sectarianism has divided protest movements. Externally, it has served to isolate Iran and mobilize the
Sunnis across the region against Iran and the Assad regime in Syria.
But in all Arab societies public criticism of rulers has become
much more widespread. While this criticism varies from country
to country, the language is transnational and is transmitted
throughout the Arab world by satellite television, newspapers, and
social media. A peculiarity of the Gulf is that social media were
used by protesters as well as by regimes, arguably even more so
than in Egypt, Tunisia, or Syria. Given the wealth and high standard of living across the region, almost every Khaliji has a smartphone and access to social media to spread news, debates, and
protest announcements. In online discussions and in the streets,
the ruling families of the region have become vulnerable to public
criticism. But Gulf regimes are increasingly clamping down on
online discussions, and most GCC states have since 2011 handed
down year-long jail sentences for statements posted on social
media or other websites that were deemed either insulting to the
rulers or blasphemous.5 While as of 2013 the Gulf regimes are still
in power, this criticism has become widespread and many citizens
have started to call for the establishment of a constitutional monarchy or the removal of the Gulf ruling families.
In Bahrain and in many areas of the Saudi Eastern Province,
slogans and graffiti calling for the downfall or even death of the
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Al Khalifa and Al Saud ruling families are common. In Kuwait, a
broad alliance of youth activists, Sunni tribal politicians, salafis,
and Muslim Brothers has become ever more critical of the ruling
al-Sabah family, going so far as to attack the amir himself.
Even in Oman, which arguably has been ruled in the most
absolutist fashion of all the Gulf states, the taboo of criticizing the
sultan has been broken. Oman was the first Gulf country to experience popular protests in January 2011. From January until April
2011 protests quickly spread across the country. There were demonstrations and strikes in most Omani urban centers, starting in
the northern industrial town of Sohar and then quickly spreading
to Muscat, as well as Sur and the southern province of Dhufar,
which had seen a rebellion in the 1960s and 1970s.6 Protests were
particularly intense in Sohar, where huge development projects
centered around a new industrial port had taken place in recent
years. Soharis complained that these industries provided few jobs
while polluting the town and leading to a fall in groundwater levels. Protests in Sohar sparked off after young unemployed people
were told that there would be no job opportunities for them in
the local branch of the Ministry of Manpower.7
The iconic Globe Roundabout in Sohar on the main MuscatDubai highway became the venue of protests, and was dubbed
“Reform Square.” Protesters in Sohar attacked the local governor‘s
office, a police station, and a large supermarket that were all adjacent to the square.8 After two protesters were killed, the sultan
apparently gave orders that protesters should be allowed to gather
without being attacked. Contrary to demands in other Arab Spring
protests, protesters had a largely reform-oriented agenda, demanding greater economic justice, improved living standards, an end to
corruption, and the firing of several ministers, as well as political
and constitutional reforms.9 Unlike his Bahraini and Saudi counterparts, the sultan of Oman reacted to some of these demands early
on, particularly to those that would not fundamentally alter the
political system. He dismissed large parts of the cabinet, announced
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the creation of fifty thousand new public sector jobs, and raised the
minimum salary. He also extended the powers of the advisory council, the Majlis al-Shura, and in new elections held in October 2011
several protest leaders were elected and the council did take up
some of the protesters’ demands.10 He thereby temporarily satisfied
the workers and the unemployed, who had been key constituents of
the protests. As they increasingly stayed home, and mainly the
urban intellectuals returned to the protest venues in Sohar, Muscat,
and Dhofar, the security forces cracked down and arrested those
calling for significant political reforms.11 The actions of the government therefore undermined an alliance of workers and intellectuals
who had been driving the protests. While the protests failed to
develop into a sustained uprising, the profound challenge to the
political system and the precedent of street politics and popular
demands have undermined the authority and legitimacy of the
political system, and thereby also of the sultan.12
But the Omani government did not use the kind of sectarian
rhetoric endorsed in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia to divide protesters. Indeed, it seems to be in the government’s interest to keep
discussions of sectarian and ethnic divisions to a minimum, so as
not to upset the delicate communal balance in the country. Sultan
Qaboos is an Ibadi and not a Sunni Muslim. The Ibadiyya is a
distinct sect that is separate from the Sunni and Shia schools of
Islamic jurisprudence, and Ibadis constitute at least half the population of Oman. The rest mostly are Sunnis while a small percentage are Shia.13 Apart from the role of the Ibadiyya in Oman, Shia
and Hindu businessmen are very prominent in Omani politics
and the economy. These include the Shia of Indian origin, the
Lawatiyya,14 who once held several key ministries, the most prominent example of whom was long-time minister of trade and industry
Maqbool bin Ali bin Sultan. The 2011 protests were largely directed
against an oligarchy perceived as corrupt and misleading the country, and some of the protest slogans had sectarian overtones, arguing that minorities, in other words, the Shia, were controlling the
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state and the economy.15 But the sectarian fallout from the Bahrain
uprising had repercussions in Oman. The two main Twelver Shia
minorities in Oman, the Lawatiyya and particularly the Baharna,
Shia of Bahraini origin, were initially sympathetic to the Bahrain
uprising. They held small demonstrations in front of the Bahraini
embassy in Muscat, particularly after the crackdown started in
Bahrain in mid-March 2011.16 In response to the protests calling
for reform in Oman, the Shia notables got both communities to
show solidarity and hold rallies in support of the sultan.17 Protests
erupted mainly in areas with Sunni inhabitants, as well as in the
capital, while they were absent in the Ibadi heartland around
Nizwa in the interior of Oman. But many Ibadis protested in
Muscat, and the lack of protests in the interior is also a result of the
historical trauma of the 1950s war that destroyed the independent
imamate there, the Ibadi state, and serves as a reminder that the
sultans of Muscat can use violence if they are challenged.18
So while the protest movement largely lost its appeal by mid2011, discontent did not subside in Oman, and many of the economic measures taken by the government seem intended to appease
the population in the short term rather than to solve the underlying economic and political problems that led to the protests. This
was evident in a strike by oil workers in May and June 2012. Three
bloggers who traveled to the oilfields and were covering the strike
were arrested. To protest their detention, several dozen protested
in Muscat, and they also were arrested and put on trial, and eventually given mostly one-year sentences. Those arrested included
key figures who had been driving the protest movement in 2011,
including Said Sultan al-Hashimi.19 He had just finished editing a
book with contributions by major Omani writers, academics, and
activists on the “Omani Spring.”20
While these activists were pardoned in March 2013 after going
on a hunger strike to protest the procedures of their trial, their
imprisonment did have the desired effect of reinstating a climate
of fear in Oman, where everyone who criticized the government
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and particularly the Sultan could face serious consequences.21 And
the Omani government took inspiration from the destruction of
the Pearl Monument in Bahrain and bulldozed the Globe Roundabout, the venue of protests in Sohar, to the ground. To erase the
memory of the protests there, a large flyover was built over the
roundabout, while many adjacent buildings were transformed so
as to completely reshape the geography of the place.22
While the UAE did not see street demonstrations, petitions for
political reform circulated there in 2011, and the state reacted with
a campaign of repression against political and human rights activists, as well as handouts of wealth and an increase in salaries to
government employees.23 A petition signed by 132 Emiratis was
released on March 3, 2011, calling for a fully elected parliament
and a move toward constitutional monarchy.24 Five of the signatories, dubbed the UAE five, were subsequently imprisoned. Several of them had managed a popular Emirati online discussion
forum that in 2009 and 2010 had served as a platform to circumvent the UAE’s tight restrictions on the media and free speech,
and where criticism of government policies and the ruling families
were widespread.25
The UAE’s crackdown also specifically targeted local sympathizers of the Muslim Brotherhood, in a sign that the UAE rulers were
deeply concerned that the Gulf branches of the Muslim Brotherhood may be inspired by their Egyptian, Tunisian, and Syrian
counterparts to demand more political powers. The crackdown
particularly aimed at the Association for Reform and Social Guidance, an Islamic movement dating back to the 1970s. Some of its
leaders were arrested, while others were stripped of their nationalities.26 The total number of arrested reached ninety-four by April
2013 and included well-known human rights activists and academics. Observers were kept away from a trial against those charged
with subversion at the behest of the Muslim Brotherhood.27
Many of the arrested political activists stem from the poorer
northern emirates such as Ras al-Khaimah, Sharjah, Ajman, and
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Umm al-Qaiwain, where residents complain of being neglected in
public services and infrastructure vis-a-vis the two glitzy emirates
of Dubai and Abu Dhabi.28 With his outspoken views and statements, Dubai’s police chief, Dahi Khalfan, has become the mouthpiece of the anti–Muslim Brotherhood campaign in the Gulf.29
Muslim Brotherhood activists in the region allege that the UAE’s
anti–Muslim Brotherhood stance is also influenced by the close
relationship of the UAE with key members from the regime of
former Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak.30 The most prominent
example of this is former prime minister Ahmad Shafiq, who after
losing the presidential elections in 2012 against Muhammad Mursi
went to the UAE into exile to escape corruption charges in Egypt.31
Economically, the UAE and Qatar profited from an increase in
mainly Saudi tourists, who avoided Bahrain, and by the influx of
businesses that relocated some of their staff from Bahrain to Dubai,
Abu Dhabi, and Doha.32 Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum,
prime minister of the UAE and the ruler of Dubai, even put a figure on the funds that fled Arab countries that experienced uprisings to the UAE when he stated, “We received 30 billion dirhams
from the Arab Spring . . . plus/minus.”33 Together with sky-high
oil prices, this actually led to a new kind of economic boom in the
UAE and Qatar, even though this was overshadowed by the global
financial crisis.34
The main Al-Jazeera channel and two special Al-Jazeera channels that focused chiefly on the Arab Spring protests became key
drivers of the protests, particularly of those that led to the fall of
Mubarak in early 2011. This was at odds with the Saudi position
and the coverage of the Saudi-owned Al-Arabiya channel. Qatar
saw the Arab Spring as an opportunity to assert its leadership role
in the Arab world.35 In 2011, Qatar helped the Libyan rebels early
on, both logistically and militarily, establishing Doha as a new
major center of diplomacy. Through their fighter jets, Qatar and
the UAE were the only two Arab countries officially involved in
the NATO intervention in Libya. Qatar also sent special forces to
fight alongside Libyan revolutionaries.36
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Qatar supported all the Arab protest movements, except in the
Gulf states, and sought to back Islamist movements with ties to
the Muslim Brotherhood and at times also the salafis. Qatar has
therefore become popular amongst Islamists in the region, while
more secular forces question Qatar's motives.37
But the protests in Bahrain, and the prospect that the ruling
family there might lose control and the Shia might have more
political power, shocked the Qatari ruling family, and Qatar supported the GCC-led intervention in Bahrain and sent in a symbolic troop detachment.38 Yusuf al-Qaradawi, an Egyptian scholar
with roots in the Muslim Brotherhood, who resides in Qatar, has
become probably the most famous Islamic scholar in the Arab
world through his television show on Al-Jazeera. While he strongly
supported all the Arab uprisings outside of the Gulf, he called the
protests in the Gulf “sectarian.”39
Yet, even Qatar faces social tensions and domestic calls for
political reform.40 A group of Qataris led by a long-standing former Baathist opposition activist, Ali al-Kuwari, has been holding
monthly political meetings in Qatar since March 2011 and published a book titled The People Want Reform in Qatar . . . Also. In
the book al-Kuwari and his group ask for fundamental political
reforms in Qatar.41 Mohamed Althani, a member of the Qatari
ruling family and a former minister of economy and trade (2004–
2006) published a book in which he called for gradual political
reform in the Gulf initiated by enlightened elites in order to prevent Arab Spring–style protests forcing change upon the Gulf
region.42 Particularly in the smaller Gulf states such as Qatar and
the UAE, citizens voiced dissatisfaction with the high percentage
of expatriates, and with the Western style of life that dominates
the cities.43
Qatar, too, has proven that it will repress domestic criticism.
Muhammad ibn al-Dhib al-Ajami, a Qatari poet, was sentenced
to life imprisonment in November 2012 for a poem lauding the
ideals of the Arab Spring and implicitly criticizing the Gulf rulers,
proclaiming, “We are all Tunisia in the face of repressive elites.” 44
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The message to other Qataris was clear. Amidst these calls for political reform at home, Qatar announced partial elections for the
Consultative Council, but it was not clear when elections would
be held and whether the council would have legislative powers.45
With mass protests in Bahrain in spring 2011, and smaller protest movements in Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Kuwait, the GCC
states decided on a cotmmon strategy toward the Arab Spring
abroad and the protests at home: protests in other Arab states could
be supported if this served geopolitical interests, but there was zero
tolerance for protests or demands for reform at home, where security and stability remained priority number one. But beyond the
general sense that no ruling family in the GCC should lose its
power, there were differences over how this should be achieved.
While all the GCC states adopted the logic of the sectarian
Gulf, not all these states necessarily want to confront Iran. In fact,
there are severe disagreements over foreign policies toward Iran.46
Oman, for example, shares the Strait of Hormuz with Iran. This is
a major reason why its good relations with Iran have continued
after the Iranian Revolution.47 Qatar, too, has tried to maintain
positive relations with Iran, largely because Iran and Qatar share
the world’s biggest gas field, called North Field in Qatar and
South Pars in Iran. However, the belligerent Qatari stance on
Syria has put this alliance at risk.48 In addition, some emirates
depend on trade with Iran and are therefore vulnerable to the
sanctions against Iran that the United States has worked hard to
implement over the past years.49
Nevertheless, regime responses across the Gulf looked much
alike. At home, foreign agents were blamed for the protests, generally a reference to Iran or the Muslim Brotherhood. The accusation
that protests were foreign-inspired was also used in Oman. There,
however, foreign support often refers to alleged Emirati support,
and the Omani authorities announced they had uncovered an
Emirati spy ring that had penetrated Sultan Qaboos’ inner circle in
January 2011.50
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The Gulf states then became key in how the Arab Spring developed, and took up opportunities that political turmoil in other Arab
states offered them. Much like in the Arab cold war in the 1950s and
1960s between conservatives and revolutionary states, the post-2011
Middle East became an arena for “competitive meddling” by “wouldbe regional powers” trying to influence the Arab public sphere.51
In trying to navigate the Arab Spring abroad, several GCC states
supported Sunni Islamists in Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, and Syria. This
support mainly went to salafi groups, while Qatar mainly backed
the Muslim Brotherhood. Saudi Arabia was especially worried that
a Muslim Brotherhood–dominated state could become a rival
model for a Sunni Islamic state, and so sought to back salafi groups
that were closer to its Wahhabi ideology.52 The election of the Muslim Brotherhood candidate Muhammad Mursi as president of
Egypt was seen as problematic by some Gulf states because of their
fear of Muslim Brotherhood branches in the Gulf.53
Mursi’s first foreign trip as president brought him to Saudi
Arabia to meet King Abdullah in July 2012.54 Saudi Arabia thought
it was better to engage him so as not to drive him closer to Iran or
to the revolutionary youth, who see Saudi Arabia in a negative
light. Indeed, throughout the revolutionary process in Egypt, there
were repeated protests in front of the Saudi embassy against the
Saudi regime and its support for the counter-revolutionary forces
in the region.55 This Gulf pressure ensured that the newly elected
Egyptian president did not move too close to the Iranians. Mursi
was the first Egyptian president to visit Iran since the Iranian Revolution—to attend a meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement. But
when he gave a speech in Tehran on August 30, 2012, he fell out
with the Iranians over the Syrian uprising because he described it
as part of the Arab Spring protests. He thereby contradicted the
official rhetoric of the Iranians, who backed protests in Bahrain but
not in Syria, their ally. An Iranian television channel even replaced
the word Syria with Bahrain in a Persian translation of Mursi’s
speech praising the struggle for justice of the “Syrian people,”
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leading to an uproar in Arab media and a diplomatic complaint
from Manama.56
After Bahrain in early 2011, the uprising in Syria had the strongest impact on sectarian relations in the Gulf and the wider Middle East. Indeed, Syria became the mirror image of the Bahrain
uprising, where Sunnis from the Gulf found a way of endorsing a
revolution abroad while refraining from calling for one at home.
Of course, this was very much part of calculated strategies by Gulf
regimes in response to the Arab Spring, but it took on a dynamic
beyond sheer government manipulation, and became a way for
young Khalijis and the salafis and Muslim Brotherhood in the
Gulf to jump on the bandwagon of revolutionary discourse.
Even Salman al-Awda, a former leader of the Sahwa, the Saudi
Islamist opposition movement that emerged after the 1990–91
Gulf War, and one of the foremost Sunni Islamist critics of the
Saudi government, argued that the Saudi government used the
Syrian issue to position itself as a champion of revolutionary
forces and not just the main actor of the Arab counter-revolution,
all the while pursuing its strategic interests in the region.57
The protests in Syria were initially non-violent, sought political
reforms, and were not driven by sectarian rhetoric. But much like
in the Gulf states, the Syrian regime used the specter of civil war to
scare Syria’s minorities and ensure their loyalty, and used extreme
violence early on to divide the protestors along sectarian and ethnic
lines.58 The uprising in Syria has gone on so long and has become
so violent that it has hardened sectarian divisions in the region.
The support the Syrian opposition gained from the Gulf states had
repercussions for local politics in the Gulf states, and the decision
to support the rebels was informed by the realities of the sectarian
Gulf.
While the Gulf states initially were hesitant, they gave diplomatic, financial, and increasingly military support from mid- to
late 2011 forward to the rebels.59 Their hope is that a Sunni Islamist
regime in Syria will be more sympathetic to the Gulf states, and
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will break the link between Iran, Syria, Hizbullah, and Hamas, and
would in turn severely weaken Iran.
Consistent with the discourse of the sectarian Gulf, Gulf
Islamist groups and donors framed their support for the Syrian
uprising in sectarian terms, as a jihad against an infidel and Shia
regime, supported by Iran. At the same time, Syrian rebel groups
became more sectarian in their rhetoric. The logic goes that using
sectarianism abroad will ensure at least temporary allegiance of
the Sunni population in Syria to Gulf rulers. At the same time, it
is thought to keep the Sunni and Shia Gulf citizens from uniting
in calls for political reform in the Gulf states.
Four Bahraini salafi MPs, for example, traveled to Syria in
August 2012 to publicly meet with leaders of the Free Syrian Army
in a show of support. One of them, Abd al-Halim Murad, argued
on Twitter that his visit was in support of the revolutionaries in
their fight against the “hated Safavids,” a term referring to the Safavid Empire that ruled Iran and which is a derogatory description
for the Shia.60 Kuwaiti jihadists also entered Syria to fight with the
rebels, as did groups of Saudis, Algerians, and Pakistanis.61 Meanwhile, the ideological backing for the uprising in Syria has also
partly been provided by the Gulf states, often with a sectarian overtone. Most prominent is Adnan al-Araur, a Syrian cleric, who fled
to Saudi Arabia from his native city of Hama after an Islamist
uprising there was brutally crushed in 1982. Through his appearances on al-Safa, a television channel based in Saudi Arabia, he has
become something of a figurehead for the fighters inside Syria.62
Even before the uprising, he had become prominent for his derogatory views about Shia Islam, and he continues to use sectarian
language to garner support for the revolution in Syria. People like
him are fueling sectarian tensions inside Syria and play into the
hands of salafi-jihadi groups and al-Qaeda, as their rhetoric overlaps in many ways.63
In my conversations with Sunni Khalijis, the support for the
Syrian uprising was genuinely felt and so important to them that
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one of the things they accused the Shia in their own countries of
was not supporting the Syrian revolution. But Syria retains a special status for Gulf Shia because of Sayyida Zeinab, the suburb of
Damascus that is home to a large shrine revered by Shia Muslims.
Sayyida Zeinab was an important transnational Shia hub, a site for
pilgrimage, political organization, publishing, and religious teaching, and also a place for the summer holidays. Since 2003, many
Iraqi refugees have moved to Sayyida Zeinab, and the area had
effectively become a Shia enclave, a place that many Damascenes
or other Syrians did not visit and that the Syrian Islamist opposition would point to in order to prove their allegations that the
regime of Bashar al-Assad was trying to convert the population to
Shia Islam.64 With the start of the uprising, and particularly since
the rebels started fighting government troops in Damascus, many
Shia residents fled, and repeatedly there were stories of Shia clerics
and pilgrims, some allegedly Iranian agents, being kidnapped or
killed.65 Given the strategic location of the suburb in the battle for
Damascus, and as a symbolic place for Shia muslims, Iraqi and
Lebanese Shia militias have moved in to defend Sayyida Zeinab
against the rebels.66 The relatively few Twelver Shia in Syria then
joined other minorities, such as the various Christian denominations, the Alawites, and the Kurds, that denounced the intentions
of the Syrian rebels, particularly the Jabhat al-Nusra, and complained that they were using jihadi and Islamist rhetoric to legitimize their struggle against the “heretical” Assad regime.67
Hatred amongst opposition fighters against the Twelver Shia in
Syria is even more pronounced than against the Alawites. This is
partially to be explained by the sectarian rhetoric stoked up by
preachers such as al-Araur, but also by the blind endorsement
that Iran and Lebanese Hizbullah give to the Syrian regime, which
enrages its opponents even further against Twelver Shia domestically.68 The Shia in Sayyida Zeinab likewise saw themselves in a
larger sectarian struggle engulfing the region, defending the suburb against the rebels, whom they called Wahhabis.69 Indeed, the
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increased tension between national attachments and tribal, sectarian, and Islamist identities that cross national borders is one of the
long-term consequences of the reactions of the Gulf states to the
Arab Spring. Indeed, apart from religious links, tribal ties between
Syrian tribes and distant relatives in the Gulf states are key for
garnering support from Gulf governments and individuals there.
In many cases, tribal ties also determine which group in Syria gets
money.70 The salience of these identities, and the fact that they
have been variously used by governments in their response to the
Arab Spring, threatens to tear apart the social fabric in the Gulf
states and the wider Middle East, pitting neighbor against neighbor, dividing streets according to sect, ethnicity, or tribe, as had
previously happened in Lebanon and Iraq.
In response to the support of the Gulf states for the opposition
in Syria, the Syrian regime has tried to find ways of undermining
the Gulf monarchies. It did so by covering the uprisings in Bahrain and the Eastern Province in pro-Assad media and through
limited cyber-warfare, particularly directed against Gulf governments and activists and journalists based in the Gulf.71
As a state with a Shia majority and access to the Gulf, Iraq is
now also firmly involved in the sectarian Gulf. The Bahrain crisis
quickly became a tool in domestic Iraqi politics. Prime Minister
Nuri al-Maliki and his al-Dawa party did little to help their coreligionists in Bahrain, and so other Iraqi Shia actors stepped in to
fill the void and capitalize on the Bahraini and Eastern Province
protests. Many of them are sectarian identity entrepreneurs themselves. Ahmad Chalabi, for example, suddenly spoke out in defense
of Bahraini protesters.72 The Sadr movement of Muqtada al-Sadr
tried to mobilize in support of Bahrain.73 Muhammad Taqi alMudarrisi, the spiritual leader of the mudarrisiyya who is based in
the Iraqi Shia shrine city of Karbala, supported the Bahraini and
Eastern Province protests together with his brother, Hadi alMudarrisi, as was discussed earlier in this book. Grand Ayatollah
Ali al-Sistani, who rarely comments on foreign political issues and
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whom most Bahrainis follow as their marji‘ al-taqlid, condemned
the crackdown on the Bahraini protesters in mid-March 2011, after
Saudi troops had crossed the causeway.74 All this further strained
relations between the Gulf states and the Shia-dominated Iraqi
government led by al-Maliki.75
Tensions between Sunnis and Shia in Iraq have risen since the
start of the Arab Spring, and sectarian bombings and killings have
again become more frequent. Iraqi Sunnis started to protest against
al-Maliki’s government, which had shown severe autocratic tendencies and was accused of corruption.76 Qatar has supported Sunni
actors in Iraq since before the start of the Arab Spring, and the
Qatari prime minister accused the al-Maliki government of mistreating Iraq’s Sunni minority. Al-Maliki’s political arch-rival, Iraqi
vice-president Tariq al-Hashimi, was given refuge in Qatar in 2012
after he was accused in December 2011 by the al-Maliki government of running death squads against the Iraqi Shia.77
Al-Maliki stood with the Assad regime in the Syrian uprising
because of geopolitical considerations and fears that the uprising in
Syria and the sectarian fallout in the Gulf could lead to a sectarian
civil war across the region that would reignite the civil war in Iraq
and undermine his government. At the same time, street protests
against al-Maliki have intensified since December 2012, leading to
mass protests and casualties amongst protesters in majority-Sunni
provinces.78 Dubbed the “Sunni spring” by some, these protests
largely involved Sunnis protesting against the Shia-led government,
even though some Shia groups such as the Sadr movement temporarily aligned themselves with the protesters.79 As in Syria, Gulf
media presented this as an uprising of the disenfranchised Sunnis
against a dictatorial Shia government.
The Bahrain crisis also had an impact on the Gulf states’ relations with Lebanon, where the Shia party Hizbullah dominated
the government from January 2011 until March 2013. Several Gulf
countries vowed to expel hundreds of Lebanese migrant workers
accused of having links to Lebanese Hizbullah.80 Bahrain took a
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lead in sending back several dozen Lebanese migrant workers
shortly after the crackdown there in mid-March 2011. This neatly
fit into the government narrative that the protests in Bahrain
were merely a sectarian plot with foreign backing. The first Lebanese were expelled after Hasan Nasrallah, the general secretary of
Lebanese Hizbullah, had backed the demands of the Bahraini
opposition and condemned the GCC intervention in Bahrain.81
When Michel Aoun, the Christian leader aligned with Hizbullah,
denounced the lack of support from the international community
for protesters in Bahrain, this led to a diplomatic crisis between
the GCC and Lebanon.82
The temporary suspension after 2011 of flights from some Gulf
countries such as Bahrain to countries with large Shia populations
such as Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon symbolizes how physically unbridgeable the sectarian Gulf has become and how it has repercussions
far beyond the Gulf states. The sectarian Gulf, then, shaped the
Arab Fall.

CONCLUSION

The Arab Spring has led to the sectarian Gulf. Given the Gulf ’s
strategic importance, and the vast oil wealth at the disposal of its
rulers, Gulf politics will influence the future of the wider Middle
East, and the relationships amongst Islamic sects across the world.
Through their close alliance with the GCC states, the United
States and EU member states have played a role in the creation of
the sectarian Gulf. From the perspective of the United States, and
by default also that of the Europeans, the main enemies in the
contemporary Middle East are Iran and al-Qaeda. All policies are
tailored around these two enemies, and the Gulf states, particularly Saudi Arabia, are given free rein in their internal affairs and
their regional policies because they are in line with the United
States on these two issues, and because of the steady supply of oil
they provide. Therefore, the Gulf states are seen as key partners in
containing the Arab Spring. Security concerns, the vested interests
of Western security establishments, and business links with the
GCC states, which became even more important since the start of
the financial crisis in 2008, have made most Western leaders
extremely risk averse in their policies toward the Arab Spring, and
vulnerable to pressure by their allies in the Gulf.

126

C O N C L U S I O N

127

Sectarianism therefore seems to be a short-term solution initiated by Gulf rulers and at least tacitly backed by the West to
weather the storm of the Arab Spring and to further isolate Iran.
While some such as the main Bahraini Shia political group a l-Wifaq
and the Bahraini crown prince, Salman bin Hamad Al K
 halifa, in
February and March 2011 tried to overcome the sectarian Gulf, sectarian identity entrepreneurs worked hard to strengthen sectarian
boundaries. The rhetoric of the sectarian Gulf has given newfound
powers and opportunities to these sectarian identity entrepreneurs,
people whose political, social, and economic standing depends on
the skillful manipulation of sectarian boundaries and who profit if
these boundaries become the defining markers of a particular segment of society. The popularity of these sectarian identity entrepreneurs has skyrocketed, and they play a crucial role in exacerbating
sectarian tensions. Once it is socially acceptable, sectarian discourse
rapidly takes on a dynamic of its own and gets used by different
actors for their own particular interests.
In an attempt to effectively institutionalize the sectarian Gulf,
Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah in December 2011 proposed a closer
Gulf Union. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and pro-Saudi branches of the
other Gulf ruling families were enthusiastic about this. Supporters
of the union in Bahrain hoped it would be announced soon. A
Saudi-Bahrain merger, or a wider Gulf Union, seems to be a favorite solution for hardliners in the Saudi and Bahraini ruling families. It would ensure that there is no majority Shia state left in the
GCC, as the new political entity’s population would be counted as
part of the Gulf Union. It would also ensure that none of the GCC
states develops into a constitutional monarchy, so that there are no
precedents of significant political reform in a GCC state.
Unsurprisingly, Bahraini Shia held massive rallies against the proposal and argued that it should be subject to a popular referendum.1
Opposition from other GCC states, and particularly from Oman
halted the project for the time being.2 The UAE, Qatar, Oman, and
Kuwait saw this as a Saudi-led effort at closer political and military
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cooperation, which would make Saudi Arabia even more dominant
than it already is in the GCC, and many in these countries were
afraid of a future under stronger Saudi domination.3 Nevertheless,
the GCC leaders signed a security agreement that is largely intended
to stifle domestic dissent and allegedly includes a clause that allows
one GCC state to take legal action against a citizen of another GCC
state who has criticized the policies of the former.4 The new security
agreement was applied in the case of three Bahraini dissidents, who
were extradited from Oman to Bahrain.5
The increasing repression and the stifling of free speech through
draconian new laws is directed at the counter-example of political
mobilization, one that is based on civil activism, democratic values, and the rule of law, a political culture that transcends ties of
sect, ethnicity, or tribe that was embodied in the early phases of
the protest movements in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen,
Bahrain, Kuwait, and Oman. As the processes of revolution and
counter-revolution turned messy and bloody, and regimes fought
back, this civic activism became sidelined in many instances, but
it will not fade away for good. The processes set in motion by the
Arab Spring then will be played out in the coming years.
One academic even argues that all the political and economic
systems in the Gulf are unsustainable and will collapse soon.6 The
Arab Spring has shown how unpredictable political outcomes are,
and the protests that occurred in the Gulf since early 2011 have
been different from earlier popular mobilization and have been
significantly more threatening to Gulf rulers. First of all, Gulf rulers have now been directly addressed and criticized in street protests, actions crossing a “red line” that had been largely observed
before. In addition, established opposition movements that participated in the political process in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and
Kuwait were challenged by a new wave of youth movements,
whose demands and tactics were inspired by the Arab Spring. The
emergence of these youth movements has changed the balance of
power. Their demands were higher than those of the established
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opposition groups, and some of the latter were even decried by the
youth groups as traitors for engaging with the regimes. This
undermined the position of the main Shia party in Bahrain, alWifaq, the main Shia political network in Saudi Arabia, the shirazis, and some of the political groups and MPs in Kuwait. But the
youth movements in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait found
allies in splinter groups of the main opposition groups and worked
together with veteran opposition figures who embraced their high
political demands. These became figureheads who were willing to
cross red lines and pay the price of severe persecution to achieve
political change.7
The Gulf monarchies have weathered the first storm of the Arab
Spring through a mix of repression, handouts of wealth, and the
creation of the sectarian Gulf. The handouts of wealth provided
by the Gulf rulers at the beginning of the Arab Spring helped to
keep the majority of citizens at home. But the theory of the rentier state, in which the state pays rents to its citizens while taxation
is nonexistent and demands for democracy do not develop, has
been refuted by the protests in the Gulf.8 In addition, the ability
by Gulf states to partially buy off opposition will in the coming
decades be more limited than now. In many ways, the level of
mobilization in Bahrain, where in the largest rallies up to a quarter of the citizen population was out in the street protesting
against the government, is just a prelude to what might follow in
the other GCC countries. The future of the Gulf will be inherently insecure, as most of the Gulf states have to manage the transition to a post-oil economy over the next decades.9
The problem is not just that in some states, such as Bahrain and
Oman, the oil and gas reserves are declining rapidly.10 In all the Gulf
countries, domestic energy consumption has risen dramatically and
the low prices ensure that energy is wasted on luxury. Saudi Arabia’s
domestic energy consumption, symbolized by Humvees, private
planes, and cooled villas in the middle of the Arabian desert, is
increasing steadily. In fact, if energy consumption continues to rise
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at current levels, Saudi Arabia may become a net importer of oil by
2030 because it needs so much of its oil to satisfy domestic energy
demand.11 But events since 2011 have also shown that the ways in
which Gulf rulers have reacted to the Arab Spring have failed to
satisfy the political demands of many Gulf citizens. The language of
politics in the Gulf has changed profoundly. The Gulf ruling families try everything they can to block democratic transitions. But it
remains to be seen whether they can carve out a solid position for
themselves in the post–Arab Spring reality.
Sectarianism was a short-term “answer” to the Arab Spring in the
Gulf. But the Gulf states will have to find new answers to the looming challenges of lack of economic diversification, increasing energy
consumption, youth unemployment, and demands for political
reform in an era and neighborhood in which autocratic regimes
have lost the power to regulate what people say and demand in
public. The youth activism, the mobilizing force of the Internet and
smartphones, and the experience of the Arab Spring as the defining
moment of a whole generation of young Arabs means that change
has to come, be it through reform or, eventually, revolutionary
outburst.
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GLOSSARY

A note on transliteration: For the sake of readability, Arabic transliteration in this book was confined to some key terms, and to Arabic
sources cited in the endnotes. Arabic names of people, places, and
organizations are spelled in the way they are most commonly used
in English.
lit. non-Arab; in Iraq and the Gulf it has come to denote
Shia of Iranian descent

‘A JA M

AL

the house of or the clan of

A MIR

governor, ruler (in Kuwait and Qatar)

tenth day of the month of Muharram; commemoration
of the martyrdom of Hussayn, the Prophet Muhammad’s
grandson and third imam in Shia Islam, in 680

A S HURA

AYATOLLA H

lit. sign of God; title for a senior mujtahid

self-description of the long-standing
inhabitants of Bahrain, and the term used in British colonial
records; the Baharna are largely Shia

BA HRA NI, PL. BA HAR NA

lit. bidun jinsiyya, without citizenship; name for stateless
people in the Gulf

B ID UN
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Salon, reception area in a house, or a separate building,
where diwaniyyas are held, called majlis in some countries such
as Saudi Arabia and Qatar

D I WA N

salon evening; a semi-private discussion forum or
gathering, particularly popular in Kuwait

D I WA NIYYA

HA S AWI

originally from al-Ahsa

Shia mourning house for the commemoration of
the martyrdom of Hussayn, also community centers; in some
countries hussainiyyas are also referred to as ma’tam

HUS S A IN IYYA

I BA D I, IBA D IYYA

sect of Islam; a majority of Omani citizens are

Ibadis
one of the twelve recognized hereditary successors of the
Prophet Muhammad in Twelver Shia Islam

I MA M

lit. struggle; here used in the sense of holy war against
infidels to expand the territory of Islam

J I HA D

Gulf Arab citizen, deriving from the Arabic name for the
Gulf, al-Khalij

K HA LIJ I

group of Shia in Oman that largely migrated
from India between the mid-eighteenth century and the end
of the nineteenth century

LAWATI, LAWATIYYA

here used as a term describing all varieties of secular,
nationalist, and left-wing groups active in the Gulf

LEF TIS T

seating area in a house; salon or reception room; referred
to as Diwan in some countries

MA J LIS

MA J LIS A L- S HURA

Consultative Council

lit. reference point for emulation; someone who
is qualified through his learning and probity to be followed in
all points of religious practice and law by the generality of Shia
muslims

MA RJ I‘ A L- TAQLID
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MA RJ I‘IYYA

authority, the institution of marji‘ al-taqlid

Shia mourning house, name often used in Bahrain, like a
hussainiyya

MA’TA M

a group that split away from the shiraziyya, made up
of people who decided to follow the marji‘iyya of Muhammad
Taqi al-Mudarrisi and his brother Hadi al-Mudarrisi after the
death of Muhammad Mahdi al-Shirazi (1928–2001); the
mudarrisiyya continued a confrontational approach toward the
Gulf governments, including during the Arab Spring

MUDA RRIS IYYA

a cleric who has reached the level of competence and
scholarship necessary to perform ijtihad, independent legal
judgment in matters of religious law

MUJ TA HID

those who wish to follow the example of the
first generation of Muslims, the al-salaf al-salih (pious
ancestors)
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S HA BA B

young men

followers of Ahmad al-Ahsa’i (1753–1826),
esoteric strand of Shia Islam; retains some following in Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, Iran, and Iraq; sometimes deemed heretical by
other Twelver Shia scholars

S HAYKHI, S HAYK HIYYA

transnational Shia political network, whose
name derives from its deceased spiritual leader, Muhammad
Mahdi al-Shirazi (1928–2001)

S HIRA ZI, S HIR A ZIYYA

UMMA

community of Muslim believers

followers of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab (1703–1792), whose teachings centered on the
oneness of God (tawhid ) and who wanted to purify Islam
from innovations
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