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The other Saudis Shiism dissent and sectarianism

In the landscape of Saudi Arabia's complex religious and political fabric, much attention has
been given to the dominant Sunni

Wahhabi establishment and its approach to religious authority. However, a lesser-known but
equally significant facet involves the

presence of Shiism within the country—often termed as "the other Saudis" in the context of
sectarian tension and dissent. This

article delves into the nuances of Shiism in Saudi Arabia, exploring the historical roots,
contemporary sectarian challenges, and

the socio-political implications of Shiite dissent and sectarianism within the kingdom.

HISTORICAL ROOTS OF SHIISM IN SAUDI ARABIA

ORIGINS OF SHIISM IN THE ARABIAN PENINSULA

The presence of Shiism in Saudi Arabia predates the modern state, tracing back centuries to
the eastern regions of the Arabian

Peninsula, particularly in modern-day Eastern Province (Qatif, Dammam, and Al-Ahsa). These
areas historically had significant Shia

populations owing to their proximity to Persian influence and trade routes. The Shiite
communities here have maintained religious

practices and cultural traditions distinct from the Sunni majority, often facing marginalization.

RELIGIOUS AND POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

Throughout history, the Shiite communities in Eastern Province have experienced periods of
relative tolerance and repression. The

rise of Wahhabi ideology in the 18th century, which emphasized a strict interpretation of Sunni
Islam, led to tensions with Shiite

populations. The establishment of the Saudi state further entrenched Sunni dominance, often
marginalizing Shiite religious

practices and political aspirations.



CONTEMPORARY SECTARIAN DYNAMICS AND DISSENT

RELIGIOUS SUPPRESSION AND DISCRIMINATION

Shiite communities in Saudi Arabia often face restrictions on religious expression. Major
religious events like Ashura

commemorations, which are sacred in Shiism, are frequently suppressed or limited. Authorities
cite security concerns, but critics

argue that such measures deepen sectarian divides and marginalize Shiite voices.

POLITICAL MARGINALIZATION AND ACTIVISM

Many Shiite Saudis advocate for greater political rights and recognition. Several prominent
activists and leaders have been

detained or silenced, fueling perceptions of systemic marginalization. Despite these challenges,
the community continues to

organize protests, cultural events, and social movements advocating for their rights within the
framework of Saudi laws.

SECULAR AND CULTURAL DISSENT

Beyond religious and political spheres, Shiite dissent also manifests through cultural
expression, education, and social networks.

Social media platforms have become vital spaces for sharing experiences, raising awareness,

and mobilizing support for Shiite
causes within and outside Saudi Arabia.

KEY FIGURES AND MOVEMENTS

PROMINENT SHITE ACTIVISTS
Several activists have emerged as voices of dissent, including:
* Nimr al-Nimr: A prominent cleric advocating for minority rights, whose execution in 2016

sparked international controversy.
* Ali al-Ahmed: A human rights advocate highlighting sectarian issues and discrimination



against Shiites.

SHIITE POLITICAL MOVEMENTS
While no formal political party exists, various groups and individuals push for reforms:

* Calls for religious freedom and recognition of Shiite religious practices.
* Demands for political participation and representation in local governance.

SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS AND SECTARIANISM

ECONOMIC MARGINALIZATION

The Eastern Province, home to most Saudi Shiites, is also the economic hub of the country's oil
industry. Despite their vital role

in the economy, Shiite communities often face disparities in employment, education, and
infrastructure development, fueling

grievances and perceptions of systemic discrimination.

IMPACT ON SOCIAL COHESION

Sectarian tensions can exacerbate social divides, impacting national unity. The government's
efforts to promote a unified national

identity sometimes clash with the cultural and religious identities of Shiite minorities, leading to
cycles of distrust and

hostility.

INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES AND IMPLICATIONS

REGIONAL RIVALRIES AND SECTARIANISM

Saudi Arabia's sectarian issues are intertwined with regional rivalries, notably with Iran, a
majority Shiite country. Iran's

support for Shiite communities abroad, including in Saudi Arabia, has intensified sectarian
tensions, with accusations of

interference fueling internal dissent.



GLOBAL HUMAN RIGHTS CONCERNS

International organizations have repeatedly criticized Saudi Arabia for its treatment of Shiite
communities and activists, framing

it as part of broader human rights concerns. Efforts by external actors to promote religious
freedom often highlight the plight of

Saudi Shiites as a case study of sectarian repression.

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR REFORM

REFORM MOVEMENTS AND CHANGING DYNAMICS

While the Saudi government maintains a strict stance on sectarian issues, some voices within
the kingdom advocate for reforms,
including:

* Greater religious tolerance and recognition of minority rights.
* Legal reforms to protect religious freedoms.
* Encouraging interfaith dialogue to bridge divides.

THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY AND INTERNATIONAL ENGAGEMENT

Empowering civil society organizations and fostering international dialogue could create
pathways for addressing sectarian

tensions. Education reforms and inclusive policies might serve as catalysts for greater social
cohesion.

CONCLUSION: NAVIGATING SECTARIANISM AND BUILDING INCLUSIVITY

The presence of Shiite dissent and sectarianism within Saudi Arabia remains a complex and
sensitive issue. While rooted in deep

historical, religious, and socio-economic factors, ongoing efforts—both internal and external—
aim to promote dialogue,

understanding, and reform. Addressing the challenges faced by Saudi Shiites requires nuanced
policies that respect religious

diversity, uphold human rights, and foster social cohesion. Recognizing "the other Saudis" in
this context is essential for

building a more inclusive and peaceful future for the kingdom.
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The Other Saudis: Shiism, Dissent, and Sectarianism in Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia is often recognized worldwide for its influential role in Sunni Islam, its vast oll
reserves, and its geopolitical

significance. However, beneath the surface of this dominant Sunni identity lies a complex and
often overlooked narrative involving

the country's significant Shiite minority, their history of dissent, and the sectarian tensions that
shape regional and internal

dynamics. This article aims to explore these facets in depth, presenting an expert analysis of
the socio-political landscape that

encompasses Shiism and dissent within Saudi Arabia.

UNDERSTANDING THE SHIITE MINORITY IN SAUDI ARABIA

HISTORICAL ROOTS AND DEMOGRAPHICS

While Saudi Arabia is predominantly Sunni, particularly adhering to the Wahhabi interpretation
of Islam, a substantial Shiite

population exists primarily in the Eastern Province, also known as Qatif and Al-Ahsa regions.
Estimates suggest that Shiites

comprise approximately 10-15% of the total Saudi population, but some sources argue the
number could be higher, considering

unregistered or marginalized communities.



Historically, the presence of Shiites in the Arabian Peninsula predates the formation of the
modern Saudi state, with roots

tracing back to the early Islamic period. The Shiite communities in the Eastern Province have
maintained their religious

practices, cultural traditions, and social networks despite facing discrimination and
marginalization.

The demographic concentration in the Eastern Province is linked to the region’s rich history as a
center of trade, culture, and

Shiite scholarship. This region’s proximity to Iran, a predominantly Shiite country, has further
influenced its religious and

social dynamics.

RELIGIOUS PRACTICES AND CULTURAL IDENTITY

Shiite communities in Saudi Arabia maintain distinct religious practices, including
commemorations like Ashura, which marks the

martyrdom of Imam Hussain. These events often involve processions, mourning rituals, and
community gatherings that reinforce their

religious identity.

However, religious expression is often curtailed by government policies rooted in Wahhabi
orthodoxy, which views Shiite practices

with suspicion and sometimes outright hostility. Restrictions include limitations on religious
gatherings, the destruction or

sealing of Shiite religious sites, and the discouragement of public displays of Shiite identity.

Despite these restrictions, the community sustains its religious and cultural identity through

clandestine practices, community
networks, and diaspora connections, notably with Iran and other Shiite-majority countries.

THE DYNAMICS OF DISSENT AND SECTARIANISM

STATE POLICIES AND REPRESSION OF SHIITE DISSENT

The Saudi government’s approach to its Shiite minority has historically been characterized by a
mixture of repression,



surveillance, and marginalization. Key aspects include:

* Legal Restrictions: Laws prohibiting the public practice of Shiite religious rituals, restrictions
on religious education, and

limitations on religious gatherings.
* Security Crackdowns: Periodic arrests of community leaders, activists, and protesters, often
under charges of terrorism or

sedition.
* Site Destruction: Demolition or sealing of Shiite religious sites, mosques, and shrines, aimed
at reducing visible symbols of

Shiite identity.
* Discrimination: Employment, education, and political participation restrictions reinforce social
marginalization.

This repression has often led to protests and dissent, which are typically met with force, further
fueling grievances.

INSTANCES OF DISSENT AND RESISTANCE

Despite repression, Shiite communities have historically expressed their dissent through various
means:

* Protests and Demonstrations: Demands for civil rights, religious freedoms, and political
recognition have led to periodic

protests, especially in Qatif and nearby areas.
* Memorialization and Religious Practices: Maintaining religious rituals privately or
clandestinely as acts of resistance.
* Political Activism: Some community members have engaged in activism advocating for equal
rights, often risking arrest or worse.
* Diaspora Engagement: Shiite expatriates and diaspora communities sometimes advocate for
reforms and raise awareness

internationally.

One notable example was the 2011-2012 protests during the Arab Spring, where protesters in
the Eastern Province demanded political

reforms, an end to discrimination, and greater religious freedoms. These protests were often
met with violent suppression, but

they underscored the persistent undercurrents of dissent.



SECTARIANISM AND REGIONAL TENSIONS

SAUDI-IRAN RIVALRY AND ITS IMPACT ON SECTARIANISM

One of the most significant external factors influencing sectarian tensions within Saudi Arabia is
its rivalry with Iran. As a

predominantly Sunni country with a Wahhabi religious doctrine, Saudi Arabia perceives Iran’s
Shiite-led government as both a

regional rival and a threat to its Sunni Sunni identity.

This rivalry has several dimensions:

* Proxy Conflicts: In countries like Syria, Yemen, and Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and Iran support
opposing factions, fueling regional

instability.
* Internal Sectarian Tensions: The Saudi government often frames Shiite dissent as linked to
Iranian influence, leading to

securitization of the Shiite community and increased repression.
* Propaganda and Media Narratives: State-controlled media sometimes portray Shiite
communities as disloyal or as tools of Iranian

influence, reinforcing sectarian stereotypes.

This external dimension exacerbates internal divisions, with sectarianism becoming a tool for
political consolidation and regional
geopolitics.

IMPACT OF SECTARIANISM ON SOCIETY
Sectarianism in Saudi Arabia manifests in various social and political ways:

* Marginalization and Discrimination: Shiite communities face systemic barriers, including
limited access to government jobs,

education, and political participation.
* Violence and Crackdowns: Clashes between security forces and protesters, often resulting in
casualties and arrests.
* Social Segregation: Limited interaction between Sunni and Shiite communities, fostering
mistrust and stereotypes.
* Radicalization Risks: Marginalized communities may become vulnerable to extremist
narratives, both Sunni and Shiite, further

deepening divisions.



The sectarian divide also influences regional alignments, with the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries exhibiting varying
degrees of sectarian influence, often aligned with their regional security policies.

THE ROAD AHEAD: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

REFORM MOVEMENTS AND INTERNAL CHANGES

In recent years, some segments of Saudi society have called for reforms that could alleviate
sectarian tensions:

* Legal Reforms: Promises of increased religious freedoms, recognition of minority rights, and
anti-discrimination measures.

* Economic Reforms: Diversification efforts may open new opportunities for marginalized
communities.

* Cultural Initiatives: Some initiatives aim to promote tolerance and understanding, though
progress remains cautious.

However, political will and societal acceptance are critical for meaningful change. Resistance
from conservative factions and
security concerns often impede reforms.

EXTERNAL INFLUENCES AND INTERNATIONAL ENGAGEMENT

International actors, particularly human rights organizations and Western governments,
continue to press Saudi Arabia on issues of

religious freedom and minority rights. Diplomatic engagement, along with diaspora advocacy,
may influence future policies.

Furthermore, regional diplomacy, especially with Iran, remains pivotal. Dialogue aimed at

reducing sectarian tensions could foster
stability but faces significant geopolitical hurdles.

POTENTIAL PATHWAYS TOWARD RECONCILIATION



* Dialogue and Inclusion: Creating platforms for Sunni-Shiite dialogue within Saudi society.

* Legal Reforms: Codifying minority rights and religious freedoms to reduce repression.

* Community Engagement: Supporting community-led initiatives that promote coexistence.

* International Support: Leveraging global human rights frameworks to encourage positive
change.

While the path toward reconciliation is complex, incremental steps rooted in genuine reform can
help diminish sectarian divides
and foster a more inclusive Saudi society.

CONCLUSION

The story of the other Saudis—the Shiite minority—embodies a nuanced narrative of resilience,
repression, and regional

geopolitics. Their history and ongoing struggles reflect broader themes of religious identity,
political dissent, and sectarianism

that influence not only Saudi Arabia but also the wider Middle East.

Understanding this facet of Saudi society is essential for grasping the country's internal
dynamics and regional role. While

challenges persist, there remains hope that increased dialogue, reform, and international
engagement can pave the way toward

greater religious tolerance and social cohesion in the Kingdom.

As the world continues to watch Saudi Arabia’s evolution, recognizing the silent voices of its
Shiite minority and their quest for

recognition and rights remains crucial for a comprehensive understanding of the nation’s future
trajectory.

> QuestionAnswer

>

> What is the history of Shia Islam in Saudi Arabia?

> Shia Islam has a long-standing presence in eastern Saudi Arabia, particularly in the Eastern
Province, dating back centuries.

> Despite this, the Saudi government has historically marginalized Shia communities, viewing
their religious practices and beliefs



> as a challenge to the Sunni-led state.

>

>

> How has the Saudi government responded to Shia dissent and sectarianism?

> The Saudi government has often suppressed Shia activism, arresting and imprisoning Shia
leaders, restricting religious

> gatherings, and limiting public expressions of Shia identity to maintain sectarian harmony and
political stability.

>

>

> What are the main sources of sectarian tensions between Sunnis and Shias in Saudi Arabia?
> Sectarian tensions stem from religious differences, political marginalization of Shia
communities, control over oil-rich eastern

> regions, and broader regional rivalries, especially between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which is a
majority Shia country.

>

>

> Who are some notable figures involved in Shia dissent within Saudi Arabia?

> Prominent figures include Nimr al-Nimr, a Shia cleric and activist who was executed in 2016,
and other local leaders who have

> called for religious and political rights, often facing harsh government repression.

>

>

> How does sectarianism influence Saudi Arabia's regional relations?

> Sectarianism contributes to regional tensions, especially with Iran, which is seen as a regional
Shia power supporting Shia

> groups and dissent in Saudi Arabia. This rivalry exacerbates sectarian divides and influences
foreign policy and security

> measures.

>

>

> What role does sectarianism play in the protests and unrest in Eastern Province?

> Sectarianism fuels unrest by framing protests as religious or ethnic grievances, leading to
government crackdowns and deepening

> divisions between the Shia minority and the Sunni-dominated state authorities.

>

>

> Are there any reforms or dialogues aimed at reducing sectarian tensions in Saudi Arabia?

> Efforts at reform have been limited; while some initiatives promote religious tolerance,
genuine dialogue and reconciliation

> remain constrained by political sensitivities and the government's focus on maintaining
sectarian harmony through control rather

> than inclusion.



>
>

> What is the international community's stance on sectarianism and Shia dissent in Saudi
Arabia?

> International responses vary, with human rights organizations criticizing the repression of
Shia activists and calling for

> greater religious freedom, while some governments prioritize strategic alliances with Saudi
Arabia over addressing sectarian

> jssues.
>

>

> How does sectarianism impact the internal stability of Saudi Arabia?

> Sectarian divisions contribute to internal instability by fostering resentment among Shia
communities, encouraging dissent, and

> providing ideological fuel for protests and unrest, which the government seeks to suppress to
preserve national unity.

>

>

> What are the prospects for resolving sectarian conflicts in Saudi Arabia?

> Prospects remain challenging due to deep-rooted religious, political, and regional factors.
Progress would require genuine

> reforms, inclusive dialogue, and addressing grievances of minority communities, but current
policies tend to prioritize control

> over reconciliation.
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