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Sect and Sectarianism Polysemy: Digging in the
Historical Context of the Terms and Proposing a
Sociological Analytical Concept
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Abstract: This article - a chapter from the author’s upcoming book on sectarianism -
attempts to build fundamental conceptual idiomatic distinctions between the
intertwined meanings of the words: sect, confessionalism and sectarianism. The
author explores related concepts such as identity, belonging, sect, difference,
fanaticism, and others. He also analyzes the linguistic and semantic evolution
of the term sectarian in classical Arab thought, as well as the evolution of the
related notions of sect, confession and craft (hirfa) that reflect on the ways of
craftsmen, professions and Sufi’s regroupments in the Islamic society. This will
lead him to examine the actual significance of the term sectarianism fa ifiyya
used in modern Arab language - sectarianism being a modern term and sect ta ifa
an old one. By opening a debate on the modern Western sociological concepts
of sectarianism or al-firgiyyah, the study attempts to develop the concept of sect

ta’ifa as a sociological tool able to analyze the formation, characteristics, and
evolution of the new contemporary imagined communities.

Keywords: 7a 'ifa, Sectarianism, Confessionalism, Firga, Fanaticism.
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(3) «Taifa,» Encyclopedia of Islam, vol. 10 (Leiden: Brill, 2000).
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(11) Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, Guenter Roth and Claus Wittich (eds.),
Ephraim Fischoff et al. (trans.), (Berkeley, LA: University of California Press, 1978), pp. 56 and 1164.

(12) E.W. Zeedan, «Grundlagen und Wege der Konfessionsbildung im Zeitalter der Glaubenskaempfe,»
Historische Zeitschrift,» no. 185 (1985), pp. 249-299; E. W. Zeedan, Entstehung der Konfessionen: Grudlagen und
Formen der Konfessionsbildung im Zeitalter der Glaubenskaempfe, (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1965); H. Schilling,
«Die Konfessionalisierung von Kirche und Gesellschaft: Profil, Leistung, Defizite undPerspektiven eines
geschichtswissenschaflicehen Paradigmas,» in: W. Reinhard and H. Schillind (eds.), Die Katholisce Konfessionalisierung
(Guetersloh: Guetersloher Verlaghaus, 1995); W. Reinhard, «Konfeion und Konfessionalisierung in Europa,» in:
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