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ABSTRACT: 
 

       Following the 2011 Arab uprisings, sectarianism has paradoxically evolved 
as an overarching narrative and a primary factor shaping events at the fore of 
regional politics. Sectarianism has acquired a security dimension not only in 
divided societies with large sectarian minorities, such as Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, 
Bahrain, it has also emerged as a determining factor in homogenous societies, 
such as Egypt and Jordan. Actors are increasingly framing the sectarian other as 
an existential threat, and sectarianism, especially the Sunni-Shiite divide, 
became a dominant meta-narrative in Middle East politics. This diffusion of 
sectarianism following the 2011 Arab uprisings has been the issue of wide 
disagreement and debate among scholars of Middle Eastern International 
Relations. These debates revolve around the role of identity and material power 
in shaping actors’ behaviour in the region. Whereas some scholars adopt a 
rationalist view and argue that sectarianism is an instrument to pursue material 
interests in the region, others argue that identities play an independent role in 
this process. Several theoretical approaches have evolved to explain the 
diffusion of sectarianism in the Middle East. This session has three aims. First, it 
will problematize the phenomenon of sectarianism in IR of the Middle East, i.e. 
what is sectarianism? Second, it will present a critical review of the different 
theoretical approaches and traditions to explain the rise of sectarianism in the 
post-2011 regional order. Third, it will shed light on some particular empirical 
cases, such as the Syria crisis, the Gulf, among others to illustrate the validity of 
the various theoretical explanations of sectarianism. 
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