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Introduction 

 

Religious belief has influenced human civilization and development for thousands of 

years. Though religion can often be a factor that drives wedges between civilizations and 

between individuals, it also serves to bind civilizations together, forming a vital basis for culture. 

The fact remains, however, that clashes between people of opposing religious beliefs has in the 

past and continues today to lead to simmering tensions and conflict throughout the world, both 

political and violent.  

To address every possible way in which clashes between religions has led to conflict over 

the course of world history would, of course, require several book volumes rather than one paper. 

However, over the course of my research I have identified a number of overarching descriptions 

of ideological divides that underpin many of the world’s religious conflicts. These include: Sunni 

vs. Shia Islam; Protestant vs. Catholic Christianity; Christianity vs. Islam; majority religion(s) vs. 

persecuted minorities; ruling minority religion(s) vs. majority; and finally secularists vs. religion 

(most often Christianity). All of these ideological divides will be addressed further in this paper.  

I hope to demonstrate in this paper that the role of the state when it comes to religion 

should be to facilitate the free exercise of religious belief for all people, with the power to make 

reasonable exceptions when religious practices infringe on the human rights of others. Although 

a country’s system of government may be influenced or based on religious precepts, the state 

should not mandate an official religion, nor penalize its citizens for choosing to convert or 

attempting to convert others. Such practices not only infringe on the human rights of a country’s 

citizens, but also can lead to bitter ideological divides, war, and the persecution of minorities. A 

policy that infringes on freedom of religion also closes the door to a healthy theological debate, 

and the quest for truth that citizens should have a right to as human beings.  

The solution to many of the world’s conflicts that involve religion is a national policy of 

freedom of religion as well as a separation between church and state.  

 

 

 



Historical Context and Theories of Religion and Geopolitics 

 

Geopolitics and religion often intersect.  I discovered a distinction during my research 

regarding religion and geopolitics that may make this analysis easier. “Geopolitics of religion” 

refers to conflicts between actors who are clearly concerned with theologically inspired 

representations of how the world should be divided (Sturm, 2013). This would include 

geopolitical calculations of the Pope, for example, or the Dalai Lama.“Religious geopolitics,” on 

the other hand, refer to plainly secular discourse that employs political-theological vocabulary, 

symbols, and action (Sturm, 2013).  The author offers an interesting comparison between 

geopolitics and the practice of religion: “While geopolitics is not a performative arena for 

overcoming death or achieving heavenly salvation, it is often a site for formulating an earthly or 

imminent redemption, that if the world’s processes can be defined or mapped in this or that way, 

then we can save ourselves” (Sturm, 2013).  

Since the beginning of human civilization, religion has served as a socially cohesive 

force. “It was religion which provided the link between [different areas that needed to trade], and 

the regional religious centers grew into administrative units based around the temple 

(Barraclough, 1978). When the first cities arose, many had a centralized governance of either a 

priesthood or a secular ruler— a kingship descended from the Gods served as a common theme 

for rulers to claim power over others (Barraclough, 1978). Judaism, Christianity and Islam all 

originated in a small area of Eurasia, and Hinduism, the oldest known major religion, arose in the 

Indus valley of India.  

In acknowledging the fact that religious differences can lead to conflict, I do not mean to 

suggest, as some secularist scholars have, that religion is the single greatest driver of human 

conflict. Philosophers such as Bertrand Russell and his subsequent followers often claim that 

although religion may have inspired ancient people to “study the stars and compile calendars,” 

for the most part religion has been hinderance to “progress,” and has prevented the “teaching the 

ethic of scientific cooperation” which Russell believed would ultimately lead to the end of war 

(Rée, 2015). The evidence is against Russell, though, Rée goes on to say: “Class-struggles and 

dynastic or national ambitions have been at the root of nearly every military conflict, and the 



prizes at stake have been material or territorial rather than theological.” The author argues that 

“acts of war motivated purely by religion were unknown till well into the 20th century”; the 

example he gives is the motivations of young Kosovars, Britons, Danes, Germans and Americans 

who have left their lives behind to join Islamic extremist groups (Rée, 2015). It would seem that 

this author is arguing that the Crusades, which seemingly had an overtly religious purpose, were 

more about territorial and material spoils than about religion.  

Dr. Andrew Bennett, Canada’s first ambassador for religious freedom, said in a 2014 

lecture at the Berkeley Center that in the past 35 years, there has been a greater visibility of 

religious groups in global geopolitics. Bennett called for an increase in religious literacy in order 

to better understand the reasons for ideological divides in the world. In his eyes, religious 

institutions ought to be able to be independent from the state, which lessens the state’s ability to 

hijack it. He also rejected the aforementioned idea that religion itself is the driver behind a 

majority of world conflicts; he cited the fact that the two World Wars were primarily about 

nationalism and militarism rather than religion, though religion played a role in many respects. 

He also pointed to the atheistic totalitarian regimes of Josef Stalin in the Soviet Union, Chairman 

Mao in China, and Pol Pot in Cambodia as examples of what can happen when a regime is 

motivated by a violent rejection of religion rather than an attempt to impose some religious 

belief. Finally, Dr. Bennett cited a study that suggests that only 7% of all world conflicts have 

been more than a 3 out of 5 on a scale from purely secular to religious (Atran, 2012).  

Dr. Bennett’s most helpful contribution, I think, to this paper is the concept of 

“instrumentalization,” or hijacking, of religious rhetoric to achieve political ends. This is similar 

to the concept of “religious geopolitics” that we discussed earlier. A current example of this is 

taking place in Russia, where the Orthodox Church is gaining more influence and nationalist 

identities are also on the rise. This mirrors the Russian past, when the Church would often be in 

cooperation with the czar. The 2014 annexation of Crimea by Russia was not primarily a 

religious conflict, but religion has been instrumentalized to help Russia’s cause because Ukraine 

houses many sites holy to Russian Orthodoxy,  and the concept of a common spiritual heritage is 

used as a reason to control parts of Ukraine. 

 



When looking at the issue of how political scientists should approach religion, one 

popular theory is secularization theory, the three main tenets of which are a decline of religious 

belief and practice, the privatization of religion and religious institutions, and the differentiation 

between religion and the “secular spheres” of the state, economy, and science. This theory led 

many pioneers of modern social sciences to believe that, as civilization progressed, religion was 

doomed. Harvey Cox in 1965’s “The Secular City” predicted that God and religion would “play 

no role whatever in the public life of the secular metropolis” (Menchik, 2017). However, by the 

late 1990s, sociologists and anthropologists of religion had come to see this paradigm as 

mistaken. Sociologist and Protestant Theologian Peter Berger in 1999 repudiated his own 

prediction about secularization theory, claiming that modernization has also led to the resurgence 

of religious institutions, the adaptation of religious institutions to society, and a pluralism within 

religious institutions within diverse societies (Menchik, 2017). Despite this, it is clear that some 

aspects of secularization theory are at work in Europe, in which countries such as France and the 

United Kingdom have seen an overall decline in religious participation.  

A constructivist approach to religion and geopolitics is a method of analyzing how 

religion shapes society, with the understanding that knowledge is “constructed” based on 

interactions. There are five things to know about the constructivist approach that are helpful for 

understanding the framework. Firstly, this method looks at the institutional practices surrounding 

a faith, rather than trying to analyze its tenets; in other words, what does belief in the religion 

actually lead people to do? Secondly, this framework recognizes that “What constitutes a 

religion...is an outcome of political, legal, and religious struggle grounded in the production of 

knowledge.” Third, the interests of religious actors must be understood locally, and fourth, 

historical legacies shape the behavior of all contemporary actors. Fifth, it is important to note 

that social scientific concepts emerge from specific contexts, and their applicability elsewhere 

should be “investigated, not assumed” (Menchik, 2017). The author of the article from which 

these descriptions come argues that much of the ethos of modern politics is rooted in 

Judeo-Christian values, but notes that groups like the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt do value 

democratic ideals, despite coming from a different ideological background. Above all, the 

decision to define the boundaries between the secular and the religious is itself political.  



Another theoretical approach is that of religious economies, which suggests that people 

use religion for spiritual satisfaction, and are capable of “exchanging commodities” with 

“intangible others” in the same way they can with “empirical others” (Simpson, 1990). Under 

this model, which was put forth by economist Adam Smith, churches “compete” for citizens’ 

hearts and minds and the state regulates this “marketplace.” The theory also defines two kinds of 

religions; strict and austere, popular among the “common folk,” and liberal and loose religion 

popular with the elites.  

 

Freedom of Religion Around the World 

 

The concept of freedom of religion is a relatively new one, and has its roots firmly 

planted in the founding of the United States. In much of Europe, up until the Protestant 

Reformation, much of Europe was Catholic, and during the Reformation citizens of each country 

were generally expected to adhere to the same religion as each country’s ruler. Religious liberty 

in Europe was seen less as an individual right of conscience and more as the freedom to choose 

your own faith community (Ballin, 2016). Many European nations had— and some, such as 

Hungary, still have— an official church associated with the country.  

Religious rhetoric and underlying sentiment in United States foreign and domestic policy 

goes back to the time of the Puritans, who were the founders of what would become the new 

nation. American-English Protestant Christians waged war against Native Americans, who they 

considered pagans and savages, as well as predominantly Catholic “New France” (Canada) to the 

north. American society also strongly stressed independence and freedom of conscience. The 

United States was founded on the principles of religious freedom and the ability to freely 

worship based on personal beliefs, ideas that were strongly influenced by the writings of Thomas 

Jefferson, from whom the phrase penned in 1802 describing “a wall of separation between 

Church and State” comes (Bailey, 2013). Still, religious tolerance was not always practiced in 

the future U.S. colonies— “the Massachusetts Bay Colony established a Congregationalist 

theocracy and imposed severe penalties for Quakers, Catholics, and Baptists who ventured into 

the colony. These penalties included whipping, mutilation and hanging” (Bailey, 2013). Rhode 



Island, founded by Roger Williams in 1636, was the first colony to practice religious tolerance, 

after Williams was banned from the Plymouth colony for denying the state’s right to control 

individual consciences. After the American revolution ended in 1783, there was a question of 

whether the new country would establish a national church, but since different churches were 

firmly entrenched in different areas, no one wanted any one church to be established as the 

national one (Bailey, 2013). In 1832, James Madison suggested that government should not 

interfere with religious practice other than to “preserve public order” and protect the rights of 

each sect. Notably, Massachusetts technically did not disestablish until the following year, 1832.  

The United States Constitution famously includes the Establishment and Free Exercise 

Clauses of the First Amendment, adopted along with the rest of the Bill of Rights in 1791. These 

clauses have been interpreted to mean that congress cannot designate a national religion, and that 

personal religious beliefs are given a wide range of protections. Article VI of the Constitution 

also forbids the use of a religious test for public office (Bailey, 2013). 

A spirit of American exceptionalism, especially when it comes to religious freedom, has 

permeated U.S. politics for a long time. In the 19th century, the U.S. was often represented 

abroad by Christian missionaries in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East— in 1900, mission 

property accounted for about 20% of U.S. direct investment in China (Bailey, 2013). Today, the 

United States remains about 70% Christian (Central Intelligence Agency, no date).  

Various court cases and subsequent laws have qualified and clarified the rights to 

religious freedom in the US. In 1947, the Everson v Board of Education decision banned 

religious observance in public schools, and restricted the use of federal and state funds of 

parochial schools. One of the most fierce debates in the United States today around religious 

freedom mainly revolves around those who see the U.S. as a “Christian nation,” and secularists 

who want religion out of the public sphere. The 2010 Affordable Care Act’s mandate that all 

employers must provide birth control coverage caused considerable ire among religious 

institutions, because although there was an exemption for churches, affiliated nonprofits such as 

Catholic hospitals were not afforded the same protection at first (Goldstein, 2017). In October 

2017, the Trump administration issued changes to the mandate’s exceptions. According to the 

Washington Post, the exceptions now encompass nonprofit organizations and for-profit 



companies, including ones that are publicly traded, as well as higher educational institutions that 

arrange for insurance for their students, and individuals whose employers are willing to provide 

health plans consistent with their beliefs (Goldstein, 2017). The displaying of religious 

monuments on federal or state property have also caused issues, as some argue that a secular 

government should mean that it should not be promoting or funding any faith-based activity. 

Notably, in June 2017, Trinity Lutheran Church of Columbia, Inc. v Comer set a precedent that 

denying funding, which was otherwise made available to any organization, to organizations 

solely based on their affiliation with a religion was unconstitutional, potentially opening the door 

to more public funds being made available to religious institutions (Oyez, 2017).  

Many other countries in the world take a vastly different approach to religious freedom. 

In the United Kingdom, for example, the Church of England is the official state church, and 

bishops of the Church of England are by law members of the House of Lords in Parliament, but 

the state still guarantees freedom of religion (Ballin, 2016).  

Twenty-six percent of all countries in the world today have some kind of a law against 

blasphemy, which is generally defined as speech contemptuous to the divine or to God. Most of 

these countries are in the region of the Middle East and North Africa (Pew). In some countries, 

such as Pakistan, blasphemy is a capital offense, and in the past year, blasphemy laws have been 

enforced in Burma, where a man depicted the Buddha wearing headphones as part of an 

advertising campaign, and now could face two and a half years in prison (Pew). Denmark just 

recently in June 2017 scrapped its 334-year-old blasphemy law, that had only ever led to a 

handful of convictions (Agence France-Presse, 2017).  

Apostasy laws forbid citizens from converting to a different faith.  You can see, then, 

how apostasy laws can be particularly devastating on both a societal and personal level. In 

Sudan, 25 men were charged with apostasy for converting to a faith other than the 

government’s— Islam— and could face the death penalty for it. In the Maldives, non-Muslims 

or converts can lose their citizenship. All of this is ironic because Islam itself does not provide 

for apostasy punishment; rather Muslims see themselves as a higher class than other faiths, who 

they call “dhimmi” (Almosawa, 2017). It’s this classist attitude that can lead to the persecution 

of other faiths that has intensified in the Muslim world in the modern era.  



Other countries simply do not offer equal religious protection, often with devastating 

consequences for dissenters and minorities. In North Korea, all forms of public worship are 

forbidden. In October 2017, Nepal criminalized all forms of evangelism, or attempts to convert 

people to a faith other than their own, a law that India and Pakistan already had (Theodorou, 

2016). The new criminal code in Nepal establishes further constitutional protection for 

Hinduism, to which 80% of its citizens belong, by restricting blasphemy. Ironically, this comes a 

decade after the Hindu monarchy declared itself a secular state. Christians were actually banned 

from living in Nepal until 1960, and today make up just 1.4% of the population (Shellnutt, 2017).  

The question of funding and support for religious institutions from government is by no 

means a debate restricted to the United States. The author notes that “freedom of religion 

depends not only on the absence of powers that interfere in...religious life, but also in the 

presence of institutions that protect them from undesired inclusion” (Ballin, 2016). When a 

certain religious community holds the power over social services, “being excluded from the 

religious community can amount to someone’s civil death” (Ballin, 2016). 

 

Freedom of Religion in International Law 

 

Rights to religious freedom have risen to prominence in international law and human 

rights discourse in the past few decades. Freedom of religion was formally recognized in the 

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights., and despite religious freedom being part of the 

European human rights system since 1950, the European Court of Human Rights did not hand 

down its first decision regarding religious liberty until 1993. In the Middle East, North Africa, 

and South Asia, many religious minorities have turned to religious freedom clauses in 

international law to seek protection from discrimination. The persecution of Rohingya Muslims 

in Myanmar, Christians in India, and non-Muslims in Iraq, Nigeria, and Iran have been on the 

international community’s radar for years. In Egypt, Coptic Christians, who make up around 

10% of the country’s population and have been heavily persecuted by both the Islamic State and 

the Egyptian government, have been working with the International Religious Freedom Alliance 

to put pressure on the International Community. A 2016 Egyptian law restricted the construction 



and renovation of churches in what was seen as an attempt to discriminate against the Coptic 

Christian minority (Human Rights Watch, 2016).  

Much of contemporary humanitarianism and international law surrounding freedom of 

religion prioritizes the equal treatment of people regardless of their religion, which is guaranteed 

by the constitutions of most democratic states as well as the aforementioned Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, The 

European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, and the 

Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (Danchin, 2014). In U.S. law, religious 

freedom is defined in very individualistic terms, and in international law the focus is also on 

national self-determination, the rights of ethnic and religious groups, as well as indigenous 

peoples (Danchin, 2014). The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 

includes the freedom of religious institutions to conduct their own affairs and elect their own 

leaders. It also recognizes that religious belief is not longer a “given” when it comes to human 

rights, but it should be one that people can freely choose, and the neutrality of the state in this 

decision is vital (Danchin, 2014).  

In the US, the International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 established the Commission 

on International Religious Freedom, which despite being accused of majoritarian politics over 

the years, has been monitoring religious freedom around the world ever since. The USCIRF 

defines of freedom of religion as encompassing the freedom of worship, association, expression 

and opinion, assembly, and freedom from arbitrary arrest and detention and interference in home 

and family, as well as equal protection under the law (United States Commission on International 

Religious Freedom, 2017).  

In the USCIRF’s 2017 report, the organization reported that Russia has banned Jehovah’s 

Witnesses from the country using “anti-extremism” laws, which, as The Telegraph notes, places 

“the pacifist sect in the company of neo-Nazi and jihadi groups” (Luhn, 2017). The USCIRF also 

notes that non-state actors are some of the most egregious offenders against religious freedom in 

the world today, with groups such as ISIS, al-Qaeda, the Taliban,and al-Shabaab in Somalia as 

the worst (United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, 2017). The conflict in 

the Central African Republic is ostensibly a war between Muslims and Christians, after a 2013 



coup led to rampant lawlessness in the country. This is similar to the fighting in Nigeria, which is 

mainly between Christian farmers and Muslim herders.  

The USCIRF urges the countries it identifies as countries of particular concern to follow 

international law on religious freedom, but of course not everyone agrees on what those rights 

should be. Not all the thought on this subject is Eurocentric, of course— in 1990, the Cairo 

Declaration of Human Rights in Islam was propagated as a challenge to the UN Declaration of 

Human Rights.  It includes the line, "All the rights and freedoms stipulated in this Declaration 

are subject to the Islamic Sharia." The Declaration has been criticized for Article 10, which 

states: "Islam is the religion of unspoiled nature. It is prohibited to exercise any form of 

compulsion on man or to exploit his poverty or ignorance in order to convert him to another 

religion or to atheism" (Wikipedia, no date).  

 

Current Issues  

 

The number of conflicts in the world today that have a religious component to them are 

so numerous that it would be beyond the scope of this paper to try to  discuss them all. However, 

I will attempt to lay out several current issues that I think will illustrate the argument I made at 

the beginning of the paper: that a robust separation of church and state, as well as a policy of 

freedom of religion, is a potential solution to many conflicts involving religion. 

Nepal, for example, made evangelism a crime in October 2017; i.e. attempting to convert 

someone to a different faith. This comes a decade after the Hindu monarchy declared a secular 

state, but the country remains about 80% Hindu. The new criminal code bill establishes further 

constitutional protections for Hindus by restricting blasphemy.  

In China, where there is essentially no freedom of religion, the government has been 

tightening its grip on the faithful within its country of late, regardless of their affiliation. 

President Xi Jinping said in a 2017 speech to his Communist colleagues that religions must 

become more “Chinese-oriented” or risk posing a threat to the country’s government (Catholic 

News Agency, 2017). Although there are five religions that are, at least in theory, allowed in 

China by the government— Taoism, Buddhism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism— the 



government regulates their practices tightly. The Vatican, for example, has had rocky relations 

with China since the Communist Party came to power in 1951. The problem arises because the 

Chinese government wants its citizens to regard the Communist Party as their highest authority, 

and not the Pope— thus every episcopal appointee the Vatican makes must be approved by the 

Chinese government (Catholic News Agency, 2017). As a result, the government entity that 

makes these decisions, the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association, recognizes both legitimate 

and illegitimate Catholic bishops.  

President Xi’s recent comments about “Chinese-oriented” religion were generally 

understood to be directed primarily toward Tibetan Buddhists. Buddhists in Tibet have been a 

particular thorn in the side of the government. The leaders of Tibetan Buddhism live in exile in 

Northern India, because the Chinese government does not want the Dalai Lama, the so-called 

“wolf in sheep’s clothing,” to be reincarnated in an area that they do not control. For Tibetan 

Buddhists, tradition dictates that their high priesthood searches for the person who will be his 

reincarnation. Beijing’s plan so far is to oversee their own reincarnation search, and also to 

compile a database of 1,300 “living Buddhas” living within Tibet who can endorse their choice 

(Kynge, 2017). They claim that the reincarnation of all living Buddhas must be approved by the 

Chinese government, a proposition that the exiled Tibetan government thinks is preposterous— 

after all, why would the Chinese government want to replace a man they think is a subversive 

rebel leader? 

The Chinese government has a bureau that exists specifically to handle “soft power 

projection” in the regions of Tibet and Xinjiang, both of which have harbored dissent against the 

government for many years with highly religious overtones. This bureau falls under the auspices 

of the United Front, the government department that handles political lobbying and soft power 

projection worldwide— The United Front appears to be involved in political lobbying efforts on 

behalf of the Chinese in countries like Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. Current president Xi 

Jinping added the new bureau during his presidency, and more United Front appointees have 

been appointed to top levels of party and state government since 2015. Whereas soft power was 

largely seen as cultural before, Xi has made it more overt and self confident, believing China 



should use every possible method at its disposal to achieve its ends, which includes control over 

the faithful.  

Perhaps one of the most important ideological divides to understand when looking at 

world conflict is the divide between the two branches of Islam. The Middle East has been 

inhabited by humans for thousands of years, and is the birthplace of three of the world’s great 

religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Despite pockets of stability throughout the region, 

there are thousands of sectarian militias and extremist groups operating, with many clerics trying 

to ease tensions. There are also larger conflicts and proxy wars between more powerful nations 

trying to achieve their ends. The divide between Sunni and Shia Muslims, if properly 

understood, becomes a lens that can help to clarify many of the current conflicts in the Middle 

East and North Africa, especially in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Bahrain, and Yemen. The Muslim 

faith has no central authority other than the Quran and the Prophet Muhammad, a faith in which 

both Sunni and Shia Muslims share; but the two branches are divided on where authority in the 

faith should rest today.  

Islam’s origins go back to 610, when the people of Mecca in present-day Saudi Arabia 

first heard the new faith proclaimed by Muhammad. This new religion incorporated some aspects 

of Christianity and Judaism, and importantly it also included an explicit system for political 

authority. As the faith spread— mainly through the conquest of Muslim warlords— the Muslim 

empire grew as well, and within a century of Muhammad’s death, the empire stretched from 

Central Asia to Spain. Before the 17th century, the Safavid empire— roughly analogous to 

modern day Iran— waged war against the Ottoman empire, roughly settling the modern 

Iran/Turkey borders (Abdo, 2014).  

Although both branches share a faith in the Quran and the Prophet Muhammad, the 

schism within Islam concerns the fact that the Prophet Muhammad died without naming a 

successor. Shia Muslims believe that descendents of the Prophet should be the leaders of the 

faith, and wanted Ali Talib to be the next caliph. This he became in 656, before being 

assassinated five years later by an Egyptian. In 680, Muhammad’s grandson Husayn (or Hussein) 

was killed by the Umayyad Caliph, further driving a wedge between the two factions. Sunnis 

oppose the idea that the succession of authority should be carried on through Muhammad’s 



bloodline, believing that the authority within Islam should pass to those chosen by the 

community regardless of their relation to the Prophet. Imams (with a capital I) for Shia Muslims 

refer to those in the bloodline of Ali and Husayn, who are the first authority followed by the 

Ayatollahs, who are scholars who are given wide authority to interpret Sharia law. Imams in 

Sunni Islam (with a lowercase i) refers those people who lead prayers at the mosque, and 

authority for them comes from the Quran and the tradition of Muhammad.  

 Over the years, various sects have broke off of Shia Islam as followers of certain Imams 

chose to go a different way. Most notably, in Iran, the “twelvers” believe that the 12th Imam is 

hidden until the end of time, and until his return must invest their authority in the ayatollah. 

Today, Shia Muslims make up the majority in Iran, Iraq, Azerbaijan, and Bahrain, despite the 

latter having a ruling Sunni monarchy. In Egypt, Palestine, and Morocco, a majority of people 

reportedly don’t even believe that Shias are even Muslims (Abdo, 2014).  

The Sunni/Shia divide has manifested itself in a number of significant conflicts, mostly in 

the Middle East and North Africa. Saudi Arabia, and country that is 85-90% percent Sunni 

Muslim and Iran, which is about 90-95% percent Shia (Central Intelligence Agency, no date), 

have not only been waging proxy wars in the region for years, but may even be on the path to an 

all-out war with each other. The puritanical Wahhabism sect in Saudi Arabia rose up against 

Iran, spreading propaganda accusing the nation’s Shias of “answering to Persia.” Much of the 

sectarian violence in the Middle East today stems from the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and 

Iran that began in earnest in 1979 (Abdo, 2014).  

Conflict is not only between Sunnis and Shias, however. Sectarian violence has 

intensified since 2013 in Syria, Lebanon and Pakistan, with gulf countries such as Kuwait 

actively funding Sunni extremist recruitment (Abdo, 2014). Shia groups have also clashed with 

each other in the Middle East— the political parties of Amal and Hezbollah in Lebanon have a 

fierce rivalry, with Hezbollah being the strongest party in the country. Also of grave note are 

clashes between the Houthi rebels in Yemen and the former president of the country, Ali 

Abdullah Saleh, who was reportedly killed in December 2017. Saleh formerly supported the 

rebels against a Saudi Arabia-led coalition of countries based in Aden in the south of the country, 

but recently turned on his former allies, calling them a “coup militia” (Almosawa, 2017). The 



Houthis, as well as former president Saleh, belong to the Zaidi branch of Shia Islam, which ruled 

north Yemen until 1962, and are widely believed to be backed by Iran. The Houthis toppled the 

Yemeni government in 2015, which beyond being a catalyst for apocalyptic famine conditions in 

the country and blatant attacks by the Saudi-led coalition on Yemeni civilians, the proximity of 

Yemen to the Red Sea threw shipping routes through that corridor into jeopardy. The coalition 

against the rebels is made up mainly of Sunni-majority countries.  

 In Iraq, the 2003 invasion by the United States under the “War on Terror” removed 

Saddam Hussein, dictator of a Sunni majority— today, Iraq’s approximately 55-60% Shia 

majority has been focused on repelling the Sunni extremist Islamic State from its territory, 

finally declaring the war against the Islamic State over in December 2017 after more than three 

years of fighting. Remnants of Hussein’s regime and militant groups employed Sunni rhetoric to 

resist Shia power, and although the leader of the Iraqi Shias called for restraint, eventually they 

were forced to fight back. Al-Qaeda had previously exploited the vacuum left by the receding 

Syrian state, and captured the city of Mosul in 2014. After the group that would become the 

Islamic State was expelled from al-Qaeda in February 2014, they rebranded themselves and 

declared Abu-Bakr al-Baghdadi their Caliph. IS wanted to dominate areas that linked to its Iraqi 

territory.  

The 2010 Arab Awakening and subsequent 2011 Arab Spring, which saw widespread 

protests across the Arab world and calls for governmental reform, shook the confidence in the 

ruling Sunni family in Bahrain (which presides over a Shia majority) and provided the catalyst 

for a horrific civil war in Syria, which has led to 250,000 deaths and 11 million displaced, mostly 

Sunnis (Abdo, 2014). Turkey has provided considerable aid, while Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq are 

struggling to help. The civil war began as peaceful protests in 2011 against the Assad regime, but 

the government cracked down on the protests brutally. The Alawites, the Shia sect to which the 

Syrian ruling family belongs, make up only 12 percent of the population, and Christians make up 

10 percent (Reuters Staff, 2012). Many Sunnis joined militias against the government, and 

Iranian-backed militias and the National Defense Force fought for the government. Saudi Arabia 

and Iran discussed the Syrian conflict in 2015, but talks ruptured in early 2016. To make matters 



even more complicated, the strongholds of the Assad regime are contiguous with those of 

Hezbollah in Lebanon, threatening Lebanon’s borders (Abdo, 2014).  

Persecution of Christians in the Middle East has become so intense that Christians make 

up only about 3-4% of the population in the region, compared with about 20% in 1970 

(Ben-Meir, 2017). Persecution is often written into law in Middle Eastern countries: according to 

unconfirmed reports, nearly 50,000 Christian converts in Saudi Arabia cannot profess their new 

faith because renouncing Islam is punishable by death (Khashan, 2016). The Constitution of the 

United Arab Emirates only permits worship "in accordance with established customs and 

provided it does not conflict with public policy or violate public morals." In Qatar Christians are 

banned from advertising their worship services (Khashan, 2016).  

What can be done about the conflict between Sunnis and Shias, as well as the persecution 

of minorities in the Middle East? There are some that have argued that Sharia law has never been 

implemented in a country in its purest form. According to Qasim Rashid, a visiting fellow at 

Harvard University’s Prince Alwaleed bin Talal School of Islamic Studies, “Shariah forbids that 

it be imposed on any unwilling person. Islam’s founder, Prophet Muhammad, demonstrated that 

Shariah may only be applied if people willingly apply it to themselves—never through forced 

government implementation.” Although a country’s government must always base its laws on 

some overarching belief system— whether a belief in democracy, the rule of law, or Islamic 

beliefs— forcing its citizens to observe a certain faith can only lead to disaster. 

Iran is a fascinating example of, as Andrew Bennett notes, a theocracy in which religious 

actors seized state control after the Iranian revolution of 1979 and have used religion to justify 

political action. Iran has a history of oppressing and executing Baha’is, Christian converts, and 

Sunni Muslims (Bruno, 2008).  

Following the 1979 revolution, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini implemented what he 

called the “guardianship of the jurist,” in opposition to Sunni scholars. Khomeini argued that in 

the absence of the 12th Imam, who the “Twelvers” believe is hidden until the end of time, the 

government should be run by higher ranking clergy members. Khomeini wanted to run society 

based on Sharia law, and established three branches of government similar to the branches in the 

U.S. political system. Today, Iran is an Islamic theocracy with bits of democracy— religious 



precepts form the backbone of the political structure. The Supreme Leader of Iran has been Ali 

Khamenei since 1989, and technically rules in the 12th Imam’s absence; below him are an 

assembly of experts, 86 clergymen that elect the Supreme Leader. The President, currently 

Hassan Rouhani, is second only to the Supreme Leader and is subject to his political whims.  

Power is also very consolidated— of the 5,000 or so ayatollahs in Iran, only about 80 

actually participate in government (Bruno, 2008). Insiders, i.e. supporters of the revolution, are 

allowed to criticize the regime or shape its future, but others are not allowed to. The new 

political system was an experiment in Islamic rule— other countries admired Khomeini’s 

success, but did not accept his rule (Bruno, 2008).  

Former president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who ruled from 2005 to 2013, often employed 

religious rhetoric against political actors such as the United States, accusing the U.S. of trying to 

undermine the Imam’s power, despite the fact he has, according to tradition, been in hiding since 

the 10th century. "[The United States has] devised all these plans to prevent the coming of the 

Hidden Imam because they know that the Iranian nation is the one that will prepare the grounds 

for his coming and will be the supporters of his rule,” Ahmadinejad was quoted as saying in the 

Washington Post in 2015. The Post also noted: “His grandstanding on the Hidden Imam is a 

matter of domestic politics -- a means of snatching some of the messianic figure's moral 

authority away from Iran's religious establishment, with which he has feuded in the past” 

(Tharoor, 2015). It is interesting to note that if what Ahmadinejad says is true, and the 12th 

Imam was guiding his political actions as president, then Ahmadinejad would technically not 

bear responsibility if his policies failed. It is an interesting case of instrumentation of religious 

rhetoric and religious geopolitics.  

 

Conclusion 

 

We have barely scratched the surface of all the issues surrounding freedom of religion 

and all the conflicts and political actors that could be mentioned in this context. There are no 

easy answers when it comes to solving conflicts that involve religion, but a policy of freedom of 

religion and a separation of church and state are the best solutions. These policies free individual 



citizens from the influence of the government over their consciences, and to reiterate Andrew 

Bennett, who put the root of the problem succinctly, religious institutions ought also to be able to 

be independent from the state because it lessens the state’s ability to hijack it. Political actors 

should not be able to use religious rhetoric to achieve their own secular ends— moreover, 

religious actors should not be allowed to force citizens to adopt their faith. Faith is a matter of 

individual conscience, which human beings should be allowed to search for and change without 

the interference of the state. Countries around the world, especially those that do not currently 

respect freedom of religion, would do well to follow international law and allow religious 

minorities and dissenters to practice their faith peacefully.  
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