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sectarian hierarchy and relations of power tend to preserve their bounds by the same act
of competition. This study puts forward a relational paradigm for understanding sectar-
ian identity by dealing with it as a dynamic result of relationships and not as a discrete
analytical category. This draws attention to the fact that sectarian identity is inseparable
from an infrastructure of power relations within the sect and that the phenomenon of sec-
tarianism may at root be a precursor to the production of sectarian discourse, a discourse
which when dealt with relationally will reveal its link with power relations.This concep-
tion adds a new dimension to the understanding of identity, and consequently reorders
the research agenda on the subject of sectarianism. It also contributes to a rethinking
of the solutions to confront the crises of identity. The author proposes that best way to
changes this sectarian reality is to create alternative networks of relationships by means
of civil society institutions that create fields outside the sectarian field.

Ethnic, Linguistic, and Religious Pluralism in Oman:
The Link with Political Stability
Ahmed al-Ismaili

Al- Ismaili approaches the issue of pluralism and its effect on the political and reli-
gious balance in Omani society, whether this be linguistic, religious and confessional
pluralism, ethnic, or cultural and geographical pluralism. The paper sets the problem
of pluralism in its historical and geographical contexts, and provides an anthropologi-
cal account of the structures in a Gulf state that have been little studied. The research
will contribute, as a preliminary attempt, to observe three forms of discourse, each of
which tries to reformulate the socio-cultural components in Oman. First, the religious
discourse, with its profound influence on the issue of religious tolerance in Oman, is
the most dynamic of the socio-cultural discourses. The challenge of the convergence
of forms of religious and confessional discourse in Oman is here discussed, as well as
the extent to which the Sultanate is influenced by the sectarianism currently rampant in
the Greater Middle East. Second is the cultural discourse in its contemporary modern
form, even though this is not fully-fledged structurally, sociologically, or politically.
Lastly, comes the political discourse, and how it consolidates the concept of pluralism
in Omani society.

Confessionalism in the Modern Levant:
the Ottoman and Safavid Cases

Mahjoub al-Zuweiri

Confessionalism has held a major space in political and religious debates in the Arab
world since the early 1980s, following the Islamic revolution in Iran. With the evolution
of political events, the space devoted to discussion of confessionalism grew to include
historical invocations in an attempt to assert that confessionalism in the Arab Levant has
a long past. This is fundamentally linked to the relationship between the Ottoman state
that dominated the Levant and the Safavid state that ruled Iran. This paper looks at the
effect of confessional difference on the relationship between the Safavid state and the
Ottoman state. It focuses on the behavior of these two states towards each other and the
way in which their relationship developed. Was their animosity or hostility the result of
confessional difference, or were there other factors that interacted, such as the national-
ist dimension and geographic competition?
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the sect achieves a higher degree of crystallization. The process of sectarian crystalliza-
tion represents a challenge to the authority of the state and even threatens it with col-
lapse. With this challenge growing worse, and with sectarianism advancing in response
to the ailments of the paternalist state, the author proposes a different way of tackling
this predicament. As opposed to systems of political quotas, which are promoted as po-
litical systems appropriate for «composite societies», he proposes the creation of politi-
cal and rights institutions that provide safeguards against discrimination on a sectarian
basis similar to those which, in the contemporary formulation of human rights, prevent
discrimination of the basis of race, gender and language.

The Neo-Patrimonial State in the Arab Levant:
On the Logic of Group Solidarity and the Reproduction of Sectarianism
Ashraf Othman

In the post-2011 escalation of the crisis of the state in the Arab Levant, analysts often
concentrate on vertical divides to explain the crisis facing Arab states in their efforts
to create democratic systems, or to prevent civil war. This paper is an attempt to move
away from previous analyses which are rooted in a cultural approach predominant in
research tackling sectarianism. The cultural model explains the difficulty of assimilation
as being down to the continuance of sectarian and identitarian structures. It also explains
the continuity of these very same structures as being down to the difficulty of assimila-
tion. This circularity cannot be broken other than by taking the issue of sectarianism out
of its anthropological space and placing it within the political, or more accurately socio-
political, space. This paper suggests working on the question of sectarianism in its rela-
tion with the crisis in the model of the state. As part of this approach, it is not possible
to explain the continuation of the issue of sectarianism in terms of the specific features
of sects of the mosaic nature of the Arab subject, but only by a return to the prevalent
forms of modernization and models of the states this has engendered. The paper situates
its main theses in the focus on the absence/disappearance of the modern nation state
in the Arab Levant in favor of another model of the state, namely the neo-patrimonial
state, where an ongoing reproduction of traditional structures and their transformation
into patrimonial networks is found, and where the organization of the state-citizenship
relationship is substituted by a form of citizenship on a clientalist basis and through
unofficial practices and channels.

Shiite identity in a Political Process:

The Field of Power Evolution and the Reproduction of Shiite Identity in
Saudi Arabia

Ahmed Saad Ghazi al-Awfi

Using a socio-historical approach to the study of Shiites in Saudi Arabia, this analysis
demonstrates how Shiite identity took its present shape by constructing a relatively inde-
pendent power field through a network of relations that allow the sect to exist as a space
for political action separate from its environment, and where actors compete to represent
it and assume positions of influence. This field emerged and changed through a historical
process of interaction between actors within it and between them and external influences
(principally the state). Focusing on the Qatif region in Saudi Arabia, the study shows that
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The Question of Sectarianism and the Manufacturing of Minorities in the
Greater Arab Levant

Azmi Bishara

In its contemporary meaning, political sectarianism, argues Bishara, is the product
of the interaction between the pre-existing social system and modern colonialism,
and the way in which the latter constructed the state. Based on institutionalized, or
semi-institutionalized, quotas for sects, political sectarianism, though a phenomenon
within the framework of the state, may also be employed in a transnational fashion to
strengthen ties of solidarity, or for purposes of outside interference in other states. The
author observes the contradiction between, on the one hand, the Arab-nationalist path
(a unifying national culture founded upon a common language) and the nation-state
path (based on citizenship enshrining political and social rights) and, on the other, sec-
tarianism, for these two paths are a means for assimilation that cut across the division
of society into tribal or regional groups. In sum, in the Arab Levant, Arab nationalism
is not the antithesis of the nation state, but rather one of the foundations for its unity.
The alternative, argues Bishara, is sectarian fragmentation or even social and regional
fragmentation. Bishara offers the case of Lebanon and Iraq as examples in the trans-
formation of the social sect into the political sect and refers to political religiosity, not-
ing that in multi-confessional societies, politicized religiosity automatically ends up in
political sectarianism, as can be seen in the process of the transformation and disman-
tling of «other» groups, religions, or confessions into minorities, and the behavior of
the majorities according to a sectarian mentality. Bishara warns how monitoring these
transformations constitutes the major challenge confronting Arab researches when
analyzing sectarianism.

Sectarianism Has a History:
On the Formation of Sects and Political Units
Ahmad Beydoun

In examining the sectarian fabric present in various parts of the Arab Levant, Ahmad
Beydoun stresses the aspects of difference, suggesting that «sectarianismy is in fact
«sectarianisms». Beydoun provides powerful examples of sectarian conflict, solidar-
ity, and formation particular to the societies of the Levant, moving from Lebanon and
Iraq to Syria and Egypt. In his emphasis on the specifics of each case, paying particular
attention to Lebanon, he investigates the process which has been termed «sectarian
crystallization», in that as the historical course of a sect leads to a monopolization of the
institutions of a sectarian nature and its spread to the various sectors of community life,
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