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Subordinate Communities and the Utility of Ethnic 
Ties to a Neighboring Regime 
Iran and the Shi'a of the Arab States of the Gulf 

Michael Herb 

The Shi'i communities of the Arab states of the Gulf are an example of a 
common, sometimes combustible, combination in international relations. 

The Shi'a lack political power in their horne countries, even where they are 
a majority. The Shi'i communities, however, have a potentially valuable ally 

in Iran, a large and powerful Shi'i country that faces the Arab regimes across 
the Gulf. In this chapter I ask the following question: if we assume that the 
Shi'i communities of the Arab Gulf act strategically, what sort of aid will they 
seek and accept from Iran in their efforts to improve their political status in 
their home countries?1 I am particularly concerned here with threats of vio
lence made by a Shi'i commu nity with Iranian backing, or made by Iran on 
behalf of the community.2 

Despite the obvious power and influence of Tran in the Gnlf, l find that 
the Shi'i communities have strong reasons to eschew aid from Iran. I further 
argue that this is generally true of many, though not all, similarly situated 
ethnic communities. This is counterintuitive, for the additional political re
sources provided to the Shi'i communities by their tie to Iran would appear 
to increase their leverage in negotiations with their home-country regimes. 

This extra leverage should allow them to secure a larger share of political 
goods from their home-country regimes. 

The reason that the Gulf Shi'a usually eschew aid from Iran lies in the 
double-edged nature of threats. One possible response to a threat is appease
ment: the threatened party may make concessions to prevent the other party 
from carrying out a threat. Yet the threatened side may also choose a differ
ent strategy: it may attack the source of the threat. Thus, making a threat is a 
dangerous endeavor: the threat-maker may provoke a response that causes it 
grievous harm rather than reap the concessions it had hoped for. Subordi
nate ethnic communities, like all political actors, must anticipate the reac-
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tion of those they threaten before making a threat. If the likely response is 

repression, and not appeasement, the community may do well to abstain from 
making the threat. I will argue that, for a number of reasons, threats posed by 
subordinate communities on the basis of ethnic ties to a neighboring state 
very often elicit repression, and not appeasement, from the home-country 
regime.3 This is the case for the Shi'a of the Arab monarchies of the Gulf, 
and to a lesser extent Iraq, and this is reflected in the strategies adopted by 
these Shi'i communities. 

Writings on the Shi'i communities of the Arab Gulf states generally do 
not view the actions of these communities as being informed by strategic 

imperatives. Instead, Shi'i actions are seen as the result of ( 1) Shi'i ideology 
aml (2) susct:pliLilily lu IIauian provocation. That the Shi'i communities 

need to reach some sort of accommodation with their home-country regimes, 
and that they should regulate their ties with Iran in light of this need, is rec
ognized only implicitly, if at all.4 One writer, discussing Iranian efforts to 
instigate terrorism by the Shi'a, argues that the "extremism which is preva
lent in the Middle East rests on a very broad popular base and can be tapped 
with impunity rby Iran l to produce violence on order."5 Another author ar
gues that the Shi'a will resist the Arab regimes even without Iranian help, 
and without much reference to the consequences of such opposition for the 
community. The Arab regimes, it is said, do not 

realize that no degree of religious pretense, socio-economic cooptation, 
and political manipulation will resolve their Shi'i majority or minority 
problem ... The Shi'is perceive their accumulated grievances in terms 
of their historical experience as the most deprived group (mahrumin), 

and also in terms of the emotional and spiritual promise of salvation 
(najah ), and the establishment of justice by the Mahdi before the Day of 

Resurrection (qiyamah). This is, in my view, the fundamental force that 
underlies Shi'ism.6 

Attributions of ethnic conflict to feelings of deprivation are not limited to 
discussions of the Gulf Shi'a. Other writings on ethnic relations in the Middle 

East, and more generally, attribute ethnic violence to feelings of deprivation 
experienced by ethnic communities.7 

The ethnic contracts model of ethnic conflict, by contrast, argues that 
ethnic violence grows out of uncertainty and the fear it engenders.8 It is not 

the unfairness of ethnic domination, in itself, which causes ethnic conflict. 

Violence instead grows from differing information, differing measures of the 

probable result of a conflict, and difficulties in making credible commitments 



to abide by the provisions of ethnic contracts .  The latter is often exacerbated 
bv violence by extremists. The Shi'i communities of the Arab Gulf states are, 

i� differing degrees, deprived communities, and their imputed ideological 
leanings seem to militate against any resignation to this fact.9 The ethnic 

contracts modeL however, suggests that the S hi'a might well reach an ac
commodation \Vith their regimes, one that recognizes their subordinate sta
tus,  but one which they might not desire to upset by accepting or seeking 
Iranian aid in subverting their home -co untry re gimes. 

We can thus outline two competing explanations for the political strategy 
of th e Shi'i co mmunitie s. One finds the ch ie f motivation for the actions of 
the Shi'a in ideology and in feelings of deprivation. The other explains the 
actions o f  th e Shi'::1 land subordinate ethnic groups more generally) as the 
result of calculations of community interest, informed by the limitations of 
the community's bargaining resources and aware of the dangers of uncer
tain!:)· . In the remainder of this chapter I do three things .  First, I lay out the 
constraints on the bargaining position of the Shi'a, in an effort to identify the 
t;•pes of strategies that might make sense for the Shi'i communities in the 
Arab states. Second, I examine the strategies of the Shi'i communities of 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Dubai, and Iraq. From this we can hazard 
some conclusions on which of the two viewpoints mentioned above best de
scribe Shi'i political action iu lire Gulf. Pinally, I briefly compare the expe ri
ence of these Shi'i communities with that of other subordinate ethnic com
munitie s in the �Iiddle East, and e lse where,  with the go al of ::1rriving at some 
general statements on the political behavior of such communities. 

The Constraints on the Shi'i Communities in the Arab Gulf States 

When the Shi'i communities of the Arab Gulf states consider the use of Ira
nian aid in threatening their home-country regimes ,  they must weigh the 
probable response of these regimes. When faced with such a threat, the home
country regime's potential costs of repression lie in the possibilit;· that the 
subordinate communi!:)• might make good on its threats: ( l) it might over
throw the home-country regime; (2) it might secede, or achieve regional au

tonomy, by force of arms; ( 3) its co-ethnic neighbor might rescue the com
mumtv by force of arms. 

For the home-country regime, appeasement also has its potential costs: 
appeasement, especially in the form of  powe r sharing o r  employme nt of the 
subordinate group in sensitive state organs, raises the potential amount of 
harm the group can do. Repression, hy contrast, removes resources from the 
control of the subordinate communitv. 
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The Shi'a of the Gulf monarchies (though not Iraq I cannot reasonably 

hope to overthrow their rulers or to secede, with or without Iranian aid. 
This is not to say that either of these things is flatly impossible, for they are 

not. But they are improbable, even in Bahrain . This is a consequence of 
several factors. 

l. The ruling families have displayed a remarkable degree of resilience in 
the past decades. It does not appear that any group, Sunni or Shi'a, has the 
resources to overthrow them. This is a result of the character of their regimes, 
which are composed of extended families. The rules and norms of these fami
lies promote cooperation among their members and the exclusion of others 
from control of the regime. As a result, these monarchies prove surprisingly 
resilient.1(' 

2. The regimes have excluded the Shi'a from their armed forces, and par
ticularly from the officers corps. This exclusion ranges in severity from a "quar
antine" in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain to a less svstematic limitation in Ku
wait11 Throughout the monarchies no Shi'i officers are in a position to lead 

a coup against the Sunni regimes. 
3. None of the Shi'i communities in the monarchies lives in an area ame

nable to secession. l\Iost of the Shi'a live in urban areas, and the Shi'a of 
Saudi Arabia's Eastern Province, precisely because they live on top of the oil, 
cannot reasonably hope to gain autonomy from the rest of Saudi Arabia.1: 

Iran has not made a credible commitment to rescue the Shi'a of the Arab 
Gulf states, nor to inflict major harm on the monarchies if they do not treat 
their Shi'i communities better. The American presence in the region ren
ders anv Iranian threat to invade a CCC state not credibleY Iran could do 
damage to shipping in the Gulf, or to CCC oil installations, yet chaos in the 
Gulf would severely damage Iran itself. Iran has shown little incliualiou to 

put its national interests on the line for the sake of the Shi'i communities in 
the monarchies.1� 

This sharply limits the threat to the monarchies posed by the Shi'a and 
lowers the potential costs of repression . Very frequently the resimes' hest o;tn=�t

egy, in the face of Iranian-supported violence by domestic Shi'a, is repres
sion of the threat. 

These constraints force the Shi'a to seek their share of political resources 
within the framework of the political systems in which they live. �lost of 
these resources come from the state and are under its control. The Shi'a 
cannot seize them, nor credibly threaten to. These resources include em
ployment opportunities in state institutions , admission to universities, spend
ing on infrastructure and public services in Shi'i areas, a share of state con-
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tracts, seats in the parliament (in Kuwait) or the majalis al-shura (elsewhere), 

and so forth. The Shi'i communities cannot easily adopt a policy of with

drawal from the larger society and are consequently vulnerable to repression 

bv the regimes. 
-

The Shi'a communities, and others likewise situated, also must concern 

themselves with nongovernmental reactions of members of the dominant 

ethnic communities. Private individuals and organizations have the power to 
impose co sts on the Shi'a through acts o f  exclusio n-fro m b usiness opportu

nities, professional groups, and a myriad other spheres in which ethnic com
munities intermingle. Ethnic polarization breeds this sort o f  exclusion, and 
subordinate communities that accept aid from foreign powers court ethnic 

pobrization. 

The Shi'i Communities in the Arab Gulf States 

Before discussing the types of strategies adopted by Shi'i communities in the 
Arab Gulf states, a few observations on the general ethnic situation in the 
area are useful. The Gulf Shi'a are divided, by nationality, between Arabs 
and Persians. Shi'a of Persian origin make up the larger part of the Shi'i 
communities of the UAE, Kuwait, and (it seems) Qatar.15 The Shi'i majori
ties of Iraq and Bahrain are predominantly Arab, with some Persians, while 
the Shi'i miuurily iu SauJi A1aLia is very largely Arab. 

Five of the six ruling families of the CCC monarchies are Sunni-the 
exception, the Omani ruling family, is Ibadhi. The regimes, however, do not 
stress Sunnism as the cornerstone of their identity. The ruling families make 

much of their Arabness, and of Islam. Most of the ruling families stress their 
noble Bedouin origins. All have dynastic claims to legitimacy, in the sense 
that they attempt to identify the state with the family. While some of these 
identities involve Sunnism (noble Bedouins are Sunni, the Arab/ Persian split 
has an imprecise sectarian undertone), the ruling families do not assert Sun
nism as the primary component of national identity. (The Al Saud, however, 
are associated with a particular interpretation of Sunni Islam-Wahhabism.) 
The GCC states are not Sunni in the sense that the Turkish state is Turkish 
or the Israeli state Jewish. The states are instead dynastic and gain their sec
tarian coloring through their ruling families. 

While I focus in this chapter on the Shi'i/ Sunni ethnic cleavage in the 
Arab Gulf states, this i s not the only, o r  even always the most salient , ethnic 

cleavage. Many Shi'a are also Arabs and often identify with Sunni Arabs more 
th:m with Shi'i Persians All Shi'a nnder discussi on here are also nationals of 
the states in which they live, and they may identify strongly with the specific 

L_ 
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Fig. 1. Estimates of the Shi'i percentage of the citizen populations of the Arab states 
of the Gulf. 
Source: James Bill, "Islam, Politics and Shi'ism in the Gulf," �fiddle East Insight 
3, no. 3(January!Febnmy 19R41: 6. 

state-level nationalism put forward by the local rulers. It is, however, indis
putable that the Shi'i-Sunni sectarian difference is deeply rooted in these 
societies. and is the most salient ethnic fault line among the citizen popula
tions . 

In the following sections I discuss the position of the Shi'i communities in 
several of the Gulf monarchies . To understand the nature of their ties to Iran 
I discuss the particular situatiou of each community in its home country . 
This situation is determined largely by domestic political considerations, and 
particularly by the nature of the political alliances ente re d into by the ruling 
families to facilitate their rule .  There is a pattern that emerges in examining 
the nature of e th nic accommochtions between the dvnastic monarchies and 
the Shi'i communities: where the Shi'a make useful allies, they tend to se
cure more rewards from the ruling famih·. 

Saudi Arabia 

For all the reputed revolutionary fervor of the Shi'a, the Shi'i community in 
Saudi Arabia has displayed only modest opposition to the AI Saud, particularly 
when we take into account the weight of the social, economic, and political 

discrimination under which the Saudi Shi'a labor. The Shi'a have no pres
ence in the security forces or military; ouly lwo of sixty members of the majlis 

al-shura are Shi'i (and this is seen as a symbol of inclusion); Shi'a have diffi-



culty gaining admission to the kingdom's universities; Shi'a have suffered from 

the imposition of a hiring ban at ARAl\IC0.16 The Saudi Shi'a, in short, are an 

oppressed minority. Despite this, the informal ethnic contract behveen the Shi'a 

and the AI Saud has remained in place since the 1920s, with the exception of 

the period following the Iranian revolution. 
The roots of the unfortunate position of the Shi'a in Saudi Arabia lie in the 

political alliances the AI Saud have entered into to maintain a monopoly of 
power in their kingdom. The AI Saud have long associated their rule with the 
\Vahhabi interpretation of the Hanbali mathhab of Sunni Islam.17 Adherents 
to this doctrine often display a good deal of hostility to Shi'ism.18 The AI Saud 
have appeased the Sunni Isla mists by allowing them a prominent voice in pub
l ic affairs (though not control of state power, which remains firmly in the hands 
of the family). The emergence of Arab nationalism as the chief threat to re

gional monarchies in the 1950s and for several decades thereafter induced the 
Al Saud to further cultivate Sunni Islamists as a counterbalance to leftists and 
secularists. In such a circumstance, the AI Saud had little reason to improve 
the situation of the kingdom's Shi'a: while the Sunni Isla mists made useful, if 

prickly, allies, the Shi'a had relatively little value as allies, while any overt cul
tivation of the Shi'a would offend Wahhabi opinion. 

The ethnic contract behveen the AI Saud and the Shi'a thus had the fol
lowing nature: the Shi'a could be Shi'a, if they wished, without threat of 
death, forced conversion, or expropriation. They could not, however, fully 
part icipate in public life, could not publicly practice their religion, and would 

have little recourse against state-sponsored discrimination on the basis of their 
relig ion. 

This informal ethnic contract, however unsatisfactory on grounds of jus
tice I by most measures of that elusive quality), continued throughout the 
decades behveen 1929 and the Iranian revolution. The Shi'a made few pub

lic protests against the political hegemony of the Saudi state or the pervasive 
discrimination they suffered. Some Shi'a did display a sympathy for Arab 

nationalist appeals, for in Arab nationalism the Shi'a found an ideology that 
both lessened the distance behveen them and Sunni Saudis, and at the same 
time challenged the House of Saud. Yet this found expression in small clan
destine groups of linuted importance.19 

The events in Iran in 1979, however, partially unraveled the implicit eth
nic contract of the preceding decade�. Iu 1979, Juriug Ll1e �Iuslimmonlh of 
l'viuharram, the Shi'a of the Eastern Province held public 'ashura proces
sions in defiance of bans on these ceremonies. The processions, and the ef

forts by the regime to stop them, led to severe rioting. This outbreak of pro-
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test against the Saudi reeime, thf' mmt <;f'rinm ,ince the founding of the king

dom, followed two unexpected signals of the weakness of the Saudi st ate. 
The collapse of the I ranian monarchy, a juggernaut up to the mid-seventies, 
threw into doubt the stability of all regional monarchies . Second, in Novem
ber 1979 a band of Sunni zealots occupied the Grand �Iosque in l'vlecca, 
one of the holiest s ites in Islam. The AI Saud base their legit imacy, in part, 
on the protection of the holy cit ies, and the occupation of the mosque dealt a 
vicious blow to their prestige and power. 

The Shi'a based their acquiescence to Saudi rule on the premise of the 
stability of the regime, and in 1979 the regime no longer appeared stable . 
The rioting of 1979 can be explained as the product of simple contagion 
fro'l1 Iran, but its timing has a ratio nal basis as wdl. If the Shi'a were to test 

the regime, this was the best time in decades to do it. 
As it turned out, the signals of the AI Saud's weakness were faulty: the 

regime was, and is, far stronger than the shah's . The A.l Saud deployed the 
national guard, made up of Sunni Bedouins loyal to the rul ing house, aga inst 
the rioters, with the expected result. The Shi'a could not challenge the Al 
Saud bv force. Yet the Shi'a won some rewards for their efforts. After crush-

•· 

ing the rebellion, the regime poured resources into the Eastern Province in 
the 1980s, dramatically improving the infrastructure and public se rvices of 
the Shi'i areas.�'' 

The Al Saud, however, did not substantially improve the status of the Shi'a 
in other respects, and the Shi'a remained as excluded as before from political 
and social life of the kingdom. The concessions made by the Al Saud did not 
have a high co st for the dyn asty. In the early 1980s the ruling family did not 
lack for money. The Shi'a received no concessions that strengthened their po
l itical position in the kingdom. Indeed, at the end of the decade the regime 

imposed restrictions on Shi'i employment at AR�ICO, where many Shi'a 
worked in the earlier years of the oil boom.21 The Shi'a enjoyed a certain lever
age against the regime at J\R•\i\ICO, and the hiring ban removed this lever. 

Iran had l ittle di rect hand in the riots of 1979 and 1980, but for the re
mainder of the decade I ran sponsored Sh i'i opposition groups outside of Saudi 
A.rabia, broadcast appeals to the Saudi Shi'a, and generally did what it could 
to provoke the Shi'i community against the Al Saud. This was the period of 
the I ran-Iraq War, in which Saudi Arabia sided with Iraq. The Shi'a ins ide 
Saudi Arabia, however, remained quiet . Iran did not promise, and could not 
promise, to help the Shi'a in any really substantial way against the Al Saud, 
and it appears that the Shi'a recognized the high co sts and scant relurns of 
participation in regional politics on the side of I ran.22 



At the end of the Gulf War, in 1991, the internal situation for the Shi'a 
improved somewhat. Iraq had reclaimed from Iran the title of chief regional 

threat to the monarchies. Inside the kingdom a sizable part of the Sunni 

Islamist right went into overt opposition to the regime. This cast some doubt 

on the wisdom of the Al Saud's previous appeasement of Islamist opinion. 
The regime has made some effort to cultivate the political opponents of the 
Sunni Islamists, who in the kingdom today consist of liberals and Shi'a. In 
1993 the Al Saud quieted the Shi'i opposition abroad by promising limite d 

improvements in the position of the Shi'a in the kingdom, and, it is said, by 
buying off the leaders of the opposition. The concessions made by the Al Saud 
amounted to a lifting of some restrictions on the community and a few sym

bolic gestures uf inclus ion. In most ways, however, the agref'ment amounted 

to a formalization of the ethnic contract between the Shi'a and the Al Saud.23 
In 1996 it appea red that the Shi'::� may have been, with help from Iran, 

responsible for the bombing of the Khobar Towers, in the most significant 
instance of Shi'i terror in the kingdom's recent history.24 Yet by mid-199 8 the 
investigation appeared to have foundered over insufficient evidence and the 
improvement of relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia.21 In this case, the 
subordinate community appears to have benefited from an improvement in 
relations between its home-country regime and its co-ethnic neighbor. 

The evidence of the Saudi Shi'a, in their relations with the Saudi regime, 

suggests that the Shi'a recognize the limitations of their political situation 
within Saudi Arabia. The AI Saud have null1ad nmch need of the Shi'a as 

allies in domestic politics, and this has contributed to the poor deal that the 
Shi'a have received from the re gime . Ye t, no twithstand ing the oft-cited Shi'i 
proclivity to rebellion, over the past decades the Saudi Shi'a have shown a 
w illingness to ente r into ethnic contr::�cts and to eschew almost all Iranian
inspired subversion. 

Kuwait 

The pattern of relations between the Kuwaiti Shi'a and the Al Sabah family 
was set in 1938, the year that dynastic control over the Kuwaiti state crystal
lized and the Shi'a emerged as allies of the Al Sa bah against the dynasty's 
challengers. In that year a group of Sunni urban notables attempted to seize 
control of the Kuwaiti state by setting up a parliament. The electorate of this 
majlis, which for a period of some months essentially ruled Kuwait, did not 
include the Shi'a.26 As a result, the Shi'a sided with the Al Sabah against the 
growing power of the Smmi notables. The Shi'n eve n de monstrated in the 
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streets-with the blessing of the AI Sabah against the majlis be fore its clo
sure in 1939.27 

In the decades after 1938 the AI Sabah continued to cu l tivate the Shi'a as a 
counterweight, first to the Sunni merchant notables, then to Arab nationalists. 
The Shi'a, who lacked the political resources to contest control of the state, 
nonetheless had the demographic weight (at around 25 percent of the citizen 

population) to make useful allies of the AI Sa bah. When the Arab nationalists 
surpassed the Sunni merchant notables as the main challengers to the AI Sa bah 
in the 1960s, the Shi'a maintained their allegiance to the regime. Unlike the 
Shi'a uf Saudi Arabia or Bahrain, the Kuwaiti Shi'a mostly are of Persian de
scent. While Arab nationalism offers Arab Shi'a a way to claim membership in 
thf' Arab political community as equah, Arab nationalism only further excluded 
Kuwaiti citizens of Persian Shi'i descent and made them particularly useful to 
the dynasty as a counte rwe ight to the Arab na ti onalists.28 

The period from 1938 to 1979 saw what we might reasonably call an in
formal ethnic contract between the Shi'a and the AI Sabah, in which the 
Shi'a provided a measure of useful political support for the AI Sabah, while 
the ruling family, in return, ensured the inclusion of the Shi'a in the Knw:1iti 

political community and gave the Shi'a a share of the oil wealth and business 
opportunities that came with the oil age. Most notably, the Shi'a received 
full political rights, including the right to vote and run in parliamentary elec
tions. In the parliament the Shi'a served the useful purpose of diluting the 
re!Jresentation of both Sunni merchant notables and Arab nationalists in the 
parliament. 

In this period, up to 1979, the issue of Iranian aid to the Kuwaiti Shi'a 
against the Al Sabah did not arise. Kuwait enjoyed generally good relations 
with lran The shah did not see k  to destabiliz e the e mirate, aml, from the 
Kuwaiti point of view, a friendly Iran played a crucial role as regional coun
terweight to Iraq. 

The 1979 revolution, and the subsequent war between Iran and Iraq, un
did the previous calculations of the Kuwait regime toward Jr:m, tnw;�rd Iraq, 
and toward Kuwait's Shi'a. Only a notoriously thin stretch of Iraqi territory 
separates Kuwait from what were the frontlines of the Iran-Iraq War. During 
the war Iraq placed increasing pressures on Kuwait for support; Kuwait even
tually loaned Iraq billions of dollars and allowed Iraq to ship war materiel 
through its port. In no small way, Iraq pulled Kuwait into the war on its side, 
raising the costs to Kuwait of an Iranian victory. 

From the point of view of the regime, the revolution and then the war 
transformed the Shi'a from useful allies into a potential threat. The specter 



of an Iranian victory, which came into view at times during the war, haunted 
the AI Sabah and poisoned the ethnic abnosphere within Kuwait. The AI 

Sabah removed the Shi'a from their posts in the military and security forces. 
The Shi'i community also lost many of its parliamentary seats: the number 

of Shi 'i deputies sank from ten in 197 5 to four in 198 1 and 198 5. 29 
The Kuwaiti Shi'a, despite their sympathies for Iran and the loss of many 

of their privileges in Kuwait, in large part remained loyal, or at least acquies
cent, to the Kuwaiti regime \Vhile the Shi'i commnnity, p::�rticnlarly those 

outs ide the elite families,  did evince a good deal of enthusiasm for the revo
lution, it was Shi'a from abroad, and not Kuwaiti Shi'a, who carried out most 
of the numerous acts of terrorism in Kuwait during the 1980s . A few Kuwaiti 
Shi'a did, however, carry out terrorist acts, and th is was enough to cast doubt 
on the loyalty of the rest of the community.10 

The Iraqi invasion again turned the situation on its head. Iran reverted to 
its more customary role - in Kuwaiti eyes - as regional countenveight to Iraqi 
ambitions. The Shi'i community, previously of suspect loyalty, joined with 
Sunni Kuwaitis in rejecting Saddam's claim. \Vhile the Shi'a might have 
been suspected of sympathizing with Iran in the 1980s they could hardly be 
suspected of having any sympathy for Saddam. 

By the late 1990s the place of Shi'a in Kuwaiti political life had returned, 
in large part, to what it was before 1979. Th e Shi'a, there should be no doubt, 

remain a step or two farther from political and economic power than urban 
Sunnis. an d share a sense of not quite full inclusion in the political commu
nity. Nonetheless Shi'a deputies sit in the parliament, one in the dress of an 
Iranian cleric, and the Shi'a receive a share of the oil wealth .  Indeed, one 
finds today no signs whatsoever of Iranian-inspired Shi' i subvers ion. Instead 
the Kuwaiti Shi'a act as useful facilitators of Kuwaiti relations with Iran, reap
ing the profits of a period of relatively good relations that are based in part on 
mutual b itter experiences at the hands of Saddam. The Kuwaiti Shi'a today 
have little reason to accept or seek Iranian aid against the Al Sabah. Such a 
move would result in the loss of their subst antial political privileges in Ku
wait, \Vilh uo hope of any counterva iling benefit. The ethnic contrac t be
t\veen the Shi'a and the dynasty delivers real benefits to the Shi'a, and the 
Shi'a have little reason to upset the contract by impugning their member
ship in the Kuwaiti political community. 

Bahrain 

In Bahrain, unlike Kuwait or even Saudi Arabia, the dynastic regime and the 
Shi'a have not come to an accommodation. Shi'a compose around 70 percent 
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of the citizen population of Bahrain but have very little voice in its govern
ment. Shi'a hold some cabinet posts, but the regime denies them positions in 
the more important ministries and resolutely excludes them from the military, 
police, and security forces. Since 1993 the Shi'a have carried out a campaign 

of protests against the ruling family. These protests have involved a good deal 
of violence, mostly on the part of the regime, and have led to mass incarcera

tions, torture, and a very serious alienation of a large segment of the population 
from the A1 Khalifa. Iran's role in the protests is the subject of debate, as we 

shall see, but it has not in any case been very large. 
It would be a serious error to view Bahraini politics solely th rough the prism 

of the Shi'i-Sunni ethnic divide. The Sunnis themselves fall into several groups, 
and among the Shi'a only th e "tribal" e le ments have dispbyed a strong and 

consistent support for the AI Khalifa.31 Sunnis have long made up an impor
tant part-in some periods, the most important element-in Bahraini protest 
against the ruling family. This was particularly true in the 19 50s, when a united 

Sunni-Shi'i opposition led a serious challenge to A1 Khalifa (and British) rule. 
Shi'is have led the recent protests, and the regime's repressive response 

has focused on the Shi'i community. Nonetheless many Sunnis have joined 
their voices in demands for a parliament, and Sunnis were among the tens of 

thousands of Bahrainis who have signed petitions demanding the resump
tion of parliamentary life.12 The conflict in Bahrain thus should not be mis
understood as simply Sunnis vs. Shi'a. It is instead a conflict between a Sunni 
ruling family, with their Sunni and foreign allies, against a wide spectrum of 

Bahrainis, mostly Shi'a but including some Sunnis. 
Th e opposition has accuse d th e regime of de liberately exace rbating th e 

sectarian divide in the population, in a purposeful effort to polarize Shi'a 
and Sunnis. Strategically, the Shi'i community has a strong interest in avoid
ing this polarization: domestically the Shi'a do not wish to alienate Sunni 

supporters of reform (whose support they need), and internationally the Shi'a 
do not wish the conflict to be portrayed in sectarian terms. Opposition litera
ture reflects this realization.11 

The mere fact of Sunni dominance over a Shi'i majority does not explain 
why the Shi'i community resorts to violence against the regime. Both sides 
incur a substantial cost in this struggle, and, as Fearon points out in regard to 
war, skipping the violence and going straight to the settlement leaves both 
sides bette r off in most situations.14 That one side might lose re lative to their 
starting position, or relative to an abstract notion of a just settlement, is not 
th e point-if that is to be th e result anyway, wh y spill blood and spend trea
sure getting there? 



It appears that the Al Khalifa and the Bahraini opposition have differing 
evaluations of the utility of pressure on the regime in bringing about conces

sions. The opposition believes that continued protests can impose such high 
costs on the regime that it will yield, while the regime calculates that it can 

absorb the costs of the protests long enough to exhaust the opposition. 
Shi'i rule, or the overthrow of the ruling falllily, does not appear to be 

possible in Bahrain. The Al Khalifa enjoy the loyalty of their security forces, 
wh ich are in large part composed of f ore ign me rce naries.35 Should the re
gime show signs of collapse, the Al Saud would send the Saudi national guard 
across the causeway to save the Al Khalifa. No measure of aid from Iran, 
short of an invasion, could give the Shi'a the resources necessary to over

throw the Al Khalifa. Shi'i rule is not a goal the Bahraini Shi'a are likely to 
achieve. 

Lesser goals, however, may be achievable. In the early 1980s, when revo
lution looked possible (even though it later was shown not to be) some Shi'i 

groups refused comprornise with the regime and demanded its removal.16 In 
the recent wave of protests, however, the main opposition groups have in
stead sought the resumption of parliamentary life under the 1973 constitu
tion.37 Such a goal is worth considerable sacrifice on the parl of the Shi'i 
community. 

Thus far, however, the regime has not conceded a parliament. The Bahraini 
constitution (modeled after the Kuwaiti) leaves political power largely in the 
h ands of the ruling family. The military and security forces, in particular, re

main under the direct control of shaykhs of the ruling family. In Polyarchy, 

Dahl argues that authoritarian elites faced with a choice between repression 
and liberalization will liberalize with greater likelihood if they can secure guar
antees of political and economic resources after the liberalization takes effect.38 
The Al Khalifa can secure such guarantees: the cost of opening the parliament 
is not open ended. 39 Yet the dynasty, thus far, appears to have calculated that it 
would prefer to avoid even a partial diminution of its power. 

To the internal costs of capitulation for the AI Khalifa, we also must add 
the costs that can be imposed by the dynasty's main external sponsor, SauJi 

Arabia. Bahrain is the poor man of the CCC, and the Al Saud spend a con
siderable sum subsiJiziug Llie Al Kl1alifa.411 Th e AI Saud h ave a long and 
inglorious history of opposition to parliamentary experiments in the smaller 
Gulf state s, one dating back to the Kuwaiti majlis of 1938 There is little 

doubt that they would strongly prefer not to see the revival of constitutional 

life in B::thr;:�in. Resisting popular demands, however, drives the Al Khalifa 
ever farther into Saudi vassalage. By negotiating with their opposition the AI 

�I 



168 1\lichae\ Herb 

Kh;:�lif;:� would move, at least incrementally. farther out of the clutches of the 
AI Saud and toward policies dictated more by Bahraini public opinion and 
less bv the interests of the AI Saud. 

For the reformist opposition, overt Iranian involvement in its struggle with 
the Al Khalifa has very high costs. The AI Khalifa rule a small country with 
limited resources, one dependent on the help of outside powers. Those out
side powers-the United States, Britain, and Saudi Arabia-have suspicious 
relations with Tehran. The Bahraini regime can avoid pressure for reform by 
these powers if it can define the conflict as one of "resisting Iranian subver
sion" of the Arab monarchies, a parlicuhu ui�htmarc of official \Vashington. 

The regime has a very strong strategic incentive to identi�' and publicize any 
connections behveen the opposition and Iran, and indeed to invent such 

ties. In June 1996 the regime claimed that Iran had sponsored a coup at
tempt by Bahraini Shi'a, and the opposition reacted with the charge that the 
regime invented the episode in order to influence \\lestern opinion.�1 The 
actual truth of the matter is still a subject of debate. 

\Vhile the opposition has strong reasons to avoid any overt aid from Iran, 
covert aid is potentially another matter. Yet the costs of revealing links to Iran 
probably overcome the possible benefits that Iranian aid could provide. In 
short, given the fact that the opposition cannot overthrow the ruling family. 
or reasonably hope that Iran will do the job, the oppostbon has sought re
form. In this project, aid from Iran is not very useful. 

\Vestern support for the AI Khalifa is not necessary to prevent the emer
gence of an Islamic Republic of Bahrain, for such a thing is unlikely. In
stead, such support me rely reinforces the absolutist camp among the CCC 
dynasties and supports the AI Khalifa's efforts to fan the flames of ethnic ha
tred in Bahrain.42 This cannot be in the interest of Bahrain's Western protec
tors, and in this context the tacit American support for the ruling family's 
absolutism damages American interests in the region.43 

Dubai and the Lower Gulf States 

The Shi'i communities in Qatar and the UAE have not been the subject of 
arry extensive comment, either in English or in Arabic. A measure of the 
paucity of information can be found in the wildly varying figures on the size 
of the Qatari Shi'i population, which range from 18 to 80 percent.� This 
lack of information has several causes, the main one of which is the appar
ently cordial relations behveen the regimes and their Shi'i communities. In 
Qatar and the UAE \Ve find none of the sectarian strife that characterizes 
Bahrain or Saudi Arabia.45 By the logic of the ethnic contracts model, the 



lack of public conflict over the status of the Shi'a in these societies suggests 
not that the ethnic contract<; are necessarily fair, but instead that neither side 
and particularly the Shi'a-calculates that overt expressions of discontent 
will win any gains. 

The UAE is the only CCC state to have an active border dispute with 
Iran. in the early 1970s, when the shah resolved a large number of borde r 
conflicts with its neighbors-including Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Abu 
Dhabi, aud Oman- he also occupied se veral islands (Abu Musa and the two 
Tumbs) in the lower Gulf claimed by Ras al-Khayma and Sharjah (two emir
ates of the UAE). This dispute h::�s festered ever since and flared again in the 

early 1990s when Tehran tightened its grip over the islands.46 This signifi
cantly impeded the rapprochement between Arab and Persian sides of the 
Gulf in the aftermath of the two Gulf wars. 

The substantial Shi'i community of the UAE, which is largely Persian in 
descent and centered in Dubai, has not overtly sided with Iran in the dts
pute, and there appears to be no question of Iranian-sponsored subversion by 
the Shi'a against the UAE ruling families. Instead, several of the emirates, 
especially Dubai, have maintained strong economic ties with Iran in the midst 
of the international hubbub over the islamb.47 The Shi'i community of Dubai 
carries out much of this trade with Iran, with the strong encouragement of 
the Dubai govenuuent. This is, in part, a conse quence of the role th::�t Onhai 
seeks to play in the regional economy, as the premier entrep6t of the Gulf. 

To this end, the Shi'i community has a v::�lnahle role in facilitating economic 
ties between Iran and the Duhai, a role which reaps for it economic and 
political benefits in the UAE. In this regard, deterioration in relations be
tween Tehran and the UAE threatens the livelihood of the UAE Shi'i com
munity, and it has a strong incentive to promote good relations. 

Iraq 

The political situation of the Shi'i community of Iraq differs greatly from 

that of the Shi'a of the Gulfs Arab monarchies. This is in large part a conse
quence of the instability of the Iraqi regime and the real if somewhat dis

tant-possibility that the Iraqi Shi'a could bring an end to the Sunni mo
nopoly on political power iu Baghdad. T his makes aid from Iran pote ntially 
useful for the Iraqi Shi'a, and it increases the degree of threat that the Shi'a 
pose to the Sunnis. 

Shi'a constitute 60-65 percent of the Iraqi population. The Iraqi Shi'a 
are ve ry largely Ar::tb, :md many descend from Bedouin tribes that settled in 
southern Iraq in the nineteenth century. The Sunni population of Iraq is 
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divided between Kurds and Arabs, with the Kurds occupying the northern 
mountains. There are also Christian and other minorities, so that the Sunni 
Arab population oflraq is probably in the neighborhood of 15 percent. 4R 

Sunni Arabs have dom i nated the Iraqi regime from the creation of the 
country in the 1920s. This is a consequence, most directly, of Arab Sunni 
predominance in the military, which dates back to the early days of the mon
archy and before.49 Various regimes have risen and fallen in the coups since 
1958, but none have altered Sunni Arab control of the army. Nonetheless, 
Shi'a have held important posts in various regimes. 5° Several Shi'is held the 
prime ministership in the later years of the monarchy The Commuuist Party, 
which playeJ a major role in Iraqi politics in midcentury, was composed in 
large part of Shi'a. Even most of the Ba'th leadership was Shi'a in the early 
1960s, though Sunnis predominated when the party returned to power in 
1968.51 

The participation of so many Shi'a in various governments and opposi
tion groups discourages a purely sectarian view of the distribution of power 
in Iraq. No regime has been overtly sectarian in its ideology (as distinct from 
its political practice), and political struggles within and between various re
gimes and opposition groups have not had a consistently sectarian coloring. 
Wh1le Sunni control of the army has not been any sort of accident, it likely 
results less from a consciously sectarian strategy than from a tendency to fa
vor ufficers from the towns and tribes of regime leaders. Thus Batatu argues 
that Saddam, "by dint of the relative thinness of his domestic base and the 
repressive character of his government . . .  has been driven to lean more and 
more heavily on his kinsmen, or members of his own clan, o r  old compan

ions fro m his underground days."52 Similarly the Slugletts argue that the im
portance of the sectarian division in Iraqi society is often exaggeratecl51 On 

the other hand, the Sunni/Shi'i cleavage plays an important role in regime 
politics. A member of a Sunni tribe that launched several coup attempts 
against Saddam explained his tribe's support of Saddam during the 1991 re
bellion in the south as a product of ethnic fear. 54 

The attitude of the current regime to the sectarian issue might be com

Dared with that of the Bahraini regime. Both make copious symbolic ges
ures to sectarian unity and include Shi'cJ in nominally important positions 
n the government. Yet both regimes have an interest, at the same time, in 
aising the sectarian issue in their own community to induce Sunni solidar
y against their opponents. 55 

In deciding whether or not to accept Iranian aid against the Iraqi regime, 
1e Iraqi Shi'a face a difficult choice. While a challenge to Sunni supremacy 
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might succeed, in propitious circumstances, the costs of failure are als o hi gh. 
The Shi'a paid many of these costs, in fact, in 1991. The costs of explicitly 
clrawing on Iranian support and still failing might be h igher still. ;6 Yet the 

possibility of escaping Sunni domination makes it more likely that Shi'i groups 
will seek Iranian aid against the regime, though a policy of accommodation, 
even with the current regime, might be more prudent. 

Predicting the future course oflraqi politics is a hazardous endeavor: how
ever there are scenarios in which the Shi'a-with Iranian help-could upset 
the Sunni lock on political power in Iraq. At the same time, none of the 
scenarios appears all that likely. The uncertainty clouds the picture, raising 

the odds that extremists can tip the situation into sectarian polarization . 
There are several ways iu wliich Lhe SIIi'a 111igl,L caplu!e pul ilical puwer: 

by overthrowing the regime in Baghdad, by establishing their own state, by 
accepting annexation into the Iranian state. The las t possibil ity is the most 

distant: as Arabs. the Iraqi Shi'a have little interest in living in a state domi
nated by Iranians, and the international context makes a successful Iranian 
annexation unlikely. Secession, too, seems to be a remote possibility. The 
topography and ethnic makeup of Iraq tends to militate against the forma
tion of a Shi' i  splinter state in southern Iraq. The Kurds, unlike the Shi'a, 
have made several attempts to establish autonomous areas under Kurdish 
control in northern Iraq indeed, the Kurds have received, at times, s ignifi
cant Iranian support in this endeavor. Kurdish aspirations to autonomy de
rive from the mountamous, and thus more easily defended, topography of 
their home areas in northern Iraq. T'he Shi'i areas in the center and south, 
by contrast, are flat and facilitate central government control. The potential 
for a successful Shi'i  secession from Sunni Iraq is further 1nade difficult by 
the demography of non-Kurdis h Iraq. The Shi'a make up between 75 and 80 
percent of the Arab (non-Kurd) population of Iraq. Baghdad itself has a Shi'i 
majority. A Shi'i state that encompassed most of Iraq's Shi'a population would 
leave little room for a militarily viable Sunni state. 

The history of Shi'i relations with Baghdad reflects the military difficulties 
facing an effort to secede. Since the strengthening of the Iraqi central state in 
the 1930s, the Shi'a have mounted few large-scale rebellions against Baghdad, 
particularly in comparison with the more geographically advantaged Kurds . ;7 
Benveen the mid-thirties and the rebellion of 199 1 the Shi'a attempted no 
large-scale uprisings against Baghdad, although there were occasional small
scale protests and much covert violence. The 199 1 rebellion occurred imme
diately after the Iraqi army's defeat, which made it the most propitious time to 
revolt in decades. Yet without substantial outs ide assistance the rebellion failed. 
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If the establishment of se parate Sunni and S hi'i states in Iraq does not seem 
that likely, the emergence of a Shi'i regime in Baghdad appears somewhat 

more plausible. The Shi'a have potential allies in the Kurds and Iranians. Al
though Saddam's regime, in 1998, looks more durable than observers imag

ined after the eviction from Kuwait, the regime could still come to a messy 
end, and this could weaken the ability of the army to respond to rebellions in 

the north and the south. On the other hand, Sunni domination of the army 
and the Iraqi state has proven quite resilient, surviving the fall of the monarchy 
and the subsequent coups. It will probably survive the end of Saddam's re
gime, whenever that may occur. The Sunni military and pohbcal elites recog
nize the clear sectarian danger posed by an armed Shi'i movement, and it is 
reasonable to suppose that this tends to slreugtlreu Suuui �uliJ.arity. 

The situation of the Iraqi Shi'a can be compared to that of their sectarian 
counte rparts in the CCC states. In the monarchies the Shi'a can have little 

hope of overthrowing Sunni political predominance. Recognizing this, the 
Shi'i communities tend to seek an accommodation -an ethnic contract

within the bounds of the existing political situation. In Iraq the political situ
ation is murkier, and it is at least conceivable that the Shi'a could put a per
manent end to the Sunni monopoly over political power, perhaps with Iranian 

aid. But this possibility, ·while it may offer hope to a group long discriminated 
against, also increases the threat the group poses to the dominant political 
group. In such a situation, sectarian polarization becomes more likely, im
posing serious costs on the Shi'a community, while not offering much pros
pect of a resolution favoring the Shi'a. 

Comparisons 

The S hi' a of the Gulf Arab states are but one example of a more general 
phenomenon, that of the division of an ethnic community between neigh
boring or proxim ate states, with the com munity ruling one st ate but pol iti
callv subordinate in another. The common ethnic tie across borders raises 
the possibilitv of cooperation aimed against the subordinate community's 
home-country regime. Ethnicity thus becomes not merely an issue of do
mestic political arrangements, but also of international affairs. 

I have listed in table I some of the more prominent situations of this sort 
in the �Iiddle East and Muslim Europe. Several groups, like the Shi'a of the 
monarchies, have little hope of successful rebellion, autonomy, or of rescue 
by a state controlled by their own ethnicity. Accepting aid from a co-ethnic 
neighbor courb etl mic polarization and repression, without providing the 
community with the resources to escape the consequences. The Arabs of 



Table l .  Cross-border ethnic groups in the Middle East and Muslim Europe 

Limited or no opportunity for rebellion, secession, autonomy, or rescue 

Israeli Arabs Arab states 

Arabs of Alexanclretta (Turkey) Syria 

Azeris ot Iran Azerbaijan 
Egyptian Copts The EU, the U.S. 
Muslims of Bulgaria Turkey 
Foreign labor in the Gulf Respective home countries 
Jews of Arab countries Israel 

Possibility of rebellion, secession, autonomy, or rescue 

Albanians of Kosovo Albania 
Palestinians of Jordan Palestinian Authority 
Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza Arab states 

Shi'a of Lebanon Iran 

Turks of Cyprus Turkey 

Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh Armenia 

Shi'a of Afghanistan Iran 
Uzbeks of Afghanistan Uzbekistan 

Indian Muslims Pakistan 

Israel, for example, cannot hope to overthrow the Jewish state or to secede 
from it. Given lsr;:�el's milit::Hy might, conventional and unconventional, the 
neighboring Arab states cannot credibly threaten to invade Israel and defeat 
the Jewish majority. The Israeli Arabs thus must seek to improve the status of 
their community within the existing Israeli political framework. This is much 
harder to do if the community accepts aid from countries with which Israel is 
hostile. 

The Serbs of Croatia serve as a warning to communities that attempt to 
draw on the help of a neighbor in freeing themselves from their home coun

try. Serb politicians encouraged and aided the Serbs of Croatia to carve out 
autonomous Serbian areas of Croatia. Eventually, however, international 
pressure on Serbian politicians increased, and Serbia abandoned the Serbs 
of the Kraj ina region to the Croatian army and agreed to a peace with Croatia 
that returns the Serbs of eastern Slavonia to Croatian sovereignty. In other 
places ethnic communities have done somewhat better. The Armenians of 
Nagorno-Karabakh used aid from Armenia to break away from Azerbai jan, 
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and Turkey separated th e Tmh nf C:ypms from th e Greek Cypriots. Both 
communities paid a high cost in violence and destruction. [\either breakaway 
state is recognized by the international community, and Azerbaijan may yet 
try to recapture Nagorno-Karabakh, as Croatia reduced the autonomous Serb 
enclaves on its territorv. ;.s 

Some subordinate ethnic communities can hope to successfully rebel, se
cede, or be rescued by a co-ethnic neighbor. This is by no means an un
mixed blessing. If such communities negotiate a settlement with the regime, 
it may well give them better terms than less threatening communities. Yet 
the security dilemma can make it impossible to work out such a contract: the 
two sides �nay not be able to make a credible commitment that they will 
abstain from doing harm to the other, and one or both sides feel that failure to 

act first will seriously damage their chances of winning any· eventual struggle. 
�Iutual threat can lead to ethnic war, and while one side or another may "wi n,'' 
both bear enormous costs .  It is in such cases that extremists have the most 
power to destroy ethnic contracts by negating mutual guarantees. �lost often 
this is accomplished by acts of violence designed to instill fear in one or the 
other communities and thereby provoke repression, counteraction, and a spiral 
into ethnic war. The subordinate community consequently often has a strong 
interest in self-pol icing, in preventing any acts of violence which damage the 
status of the community as a whole. >Y Se If-pol i cing is more l ikely to be eHec
tive where ( 1 1  the regime and the ethnic community work out an accommo
dation, and ( 2 )  ethnic violence will not spiral out of control as the result of 
individual acts of terror. W here ethnic polarization plainly cannot succeed 
in overturning the ethnic balance of power, ethnic contracts have much more 

res ilience in the face of extremist action. 
Only in quite limited circumstances do ethnic communities register a clear 

gain from the presen ce of a threatening co-ethnic neighbor. The Russians of 
the Baltic states are one example. These Russians do not threaten the Baltic 
regimes so much by what they might do, but instead by what Russia might do 
to help them. Appeasement of the Russian minorities makes Russian involve
ment less l ikely, while repression puts wind in the sails of Russian nationalist 
politicians and raises the threat of a disastrous intervention. It helps in this 
that the Russian minorities, by and large, do not want to be rescued, for the 
Baltic economies are far sounder than Russia 's.60 The Baltic governments 
thus tend to appease, the Russian minorities benefit, and everyone avoids the 
cost of ethnic polarization. 

Finally, it is worth noting that it is in some respects to the advantage of a 

subordinate community that it cannot pose a serious threat to the dominant 



ethnicity. A community that can plausibly threaten to rebel, secede, or seek 
rescue poses an enormous threat to the home-country regime. \X/hile the 

home-country regime may respond to this potential threat with appeasement, 

it is also quite possible that the regime and the subordinate community will  

fail to negotiate an ethnic contract which will  provide security guarantees for 
both sides. In the absence of this, the security dilemma often prope ls both 

sides toward escalating violence, especially if extremists deliberately try to 

exacerbate eth nic polarization. From th is issue the sort of vicious ethnic wars 
that have blighted the ex-Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Nagorno-Karabakh. \Vhile 

the subo rdinate comm unity might win such a war - as have the Armenians 
of Azerbaijan, at least thus far-such a victory comes at enormous cost. \Vhere 
th P level of threat is lower, as in the Gulf monarchies,  the security dilemma 
does not come into play. 

Conclusions 

On first glance it would seem that subordinate ethnic communities would 
stand to ga in a great deal by the proximity of a state controlled by members 
of their own ethnicity. Power resides largely in states, and a group able to 
draw on the power of a neighboring sympathetic state would appear to have 
an advantage over a group lacking such a tie. In practice, while this is occa
�iul lally the case, more ofte n it is not. The subordinate co mmunity, beca use 
of its ethnic tie to a neighboring state, often poses a threat to the home-coun
try regime . The home-country regime often respon cls to this th reat w·ith re
press ion rather than appeasement. Only rarely can subordinate communities 
avoid paying most of the costs of this repression. The Shi'a of the Arab Gulf 
monarchies cannot overthrow the regimes, secede, or reasonably hope for 
rescue from Iran. In this situation, the communities drawing on Iranian sup
port for subversion of the home-country regimes invites repression, not ap
peasement. 

For all the reputed fanaticism of the Shi'a,  and their hatred for oppres
sion, the political h istory of the Shi' i  communities of the Arab Gulf monar
chies suggests that these communities are aware of the weakness of their posi
tion , and that this is reflected in their pol itical strategies. On a few occasions 
SIJi'i  extremists have su ugl tl  support from Iran in carrying out violent attacks 

against their home-country regimes . These instances have not provoked eth
nic polarization and spiral ing ethnic vio le nce . Neither have they helped the 
Shi'a in bargaining with the rul ing families. The scarcity of these acts of vio
lence over the past decades, and in the face of real political deprivation, sug
gests that the communities recognize the pol itical constraints of their situa-



tions. and that pragmatism usually overcomes any ideological predisposition 
the Shi'a may have for martyrdom in the pursuit of lost causes. 
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