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Introduction: 

During the 2011 Uprising in Bahrain, much of the divide between the government and 

the protests largely followed the sectarian divide within the country between its Sunni and Shi’a 

populations. The uprising in 2011 was the culmination of years of simmering unrest in the 

country that had been fed by the practices and actions of the Sunni Al-Khalifa monarchy which 

discriminated against the Shi’a majority. These horizontal inequalities impacted the opportunities 

available to the Shi’a population and were target of many of the protests in 2011. This project 

will seek to examine what specific role these horizontal inequalities played in the development of 

the 2011 Bahraini Uprising.  

The role of ethnic identity and discrimination of ethnic minorities is nothing new in the 

literature of conflict. With respect to the 2011 Arab Uprisings, significant attention has been paid 

to the ethnic and religious politics and role of ethnic and religious identity in the uprisings in 

states like Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen (Stephens, 2011; Warrick, 2012; Al-Muslimi, 2015). 

While much discussion has centered around sectarian identity’s role in these uprisings, prior 

research has yet to come up with a solid mechanism for describing how these identities influence 

violence. To best explain the role that sectarian identity and in particular, the role of horizontal 

inequalities, played in the emergence of violence during the 2011 Bahraini Uprising, this project 

will use a case study methodology and design. John Gerring defines a case study as an, “in-depth 

study of a single unit (a relatively bounded phenomenon) where the scholar’s aim is to elucidate 

features of a larger class of similar phenomena” (Gerring, 2004, pg. 341). For this project, the 

case of Bahrain will fulfill the role of the single unit that will seek to elucidate the broader 

concept of how these identities can lead to large-scale violence. This project will rely 
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predominantly on a qualitative approach to this case study. Evidence will be drawn from news 

reporting on the uprising, translated or English-language documents and sources such as 

speeches and statements from key actors, reports such as the BICI report, and previous research 

from other scholars on the uprising. These characterizations and depictions of the protests during 

the 2011 Bahraini Uprising will attempt to show how pervasive grievances around sectarian 

identities influenced their varied approaches to the protests and how that contributed to the 

development of violence. 

So, how does sectarian identity and discrimination based on these identities contribute to 

the development of violence? Ethnicity and sectarian identities on their face do not necessarily 

lead to violence and there are numerous contexts in which differing ethnic groups coexist 

peacefully. So, what is the mechanism through which these sorts of identities can be weaponized 

and incited into violence. To answer this, the broader literature on ethnically based violence will 

be examined. Particular focus will be on first answering whether ethnicity or religious identity 

even has any impact on violence at all. And if it does, how does it influence the onset and 

development of violence? Attention will be given to concepts such as ethnic nationalism, 

horizontal inequalities, and elite manipulation of ethnic identities and see if they can be applied 

to the concepts of sectarianism to try to explain this. Particular attention will be given to the 

concept of horizontal inequalities. 

Horizontal inequalities refer to, “inequalities in economic, social, or political dimensions 

or cultural status between culturally defined groups” (Stewart, 2008: pg. 3). These inequalities 

are differentiated from “vertical inequalities” which are defined as inequalities, mainly income 

inequalities, between individuals and instead places the emphasis on the inequalities between 
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groups (Østby, 2008; pg. 144). These inequalities, Frances Stewart (2008) and others have 

contended, promote solidarity among the discriminated groups and tends to lead to violent 

actions by these excluded groups aimed at correcting these inequalities. However, their work has 

also left many unanswered questions about the mechanism of how these inequalities directly 

contribute to violence. 

This project will seek to answer this question of the role of horizontal inequalities in 

conflict by examining the unique role that they played in the 2011 Bahraini Uprising. Bahrain 

provides a unique case for considering the role of horizontal inequalities and sectarianism in the 

development of violence. Bahrain has a long history of horizontal inequalities between its two 

major religious groups that has, at times, caused much contention within the state. It is also 

unique in the fact that the country is ruled by a dominant minority (i.e. a minority group that 

holds a majority of the political power within a state) (“Bahrain,” Geographic Research On War, 

unified platform (GROWup)). This has allowed the Al-Khalifa monarchy to use its outsized role 

in the governing of the state to curtail the power and influence of the much larger Shia 

population, making many of the inequalities even worse. This has taken many forms such as 

through efforts to deliberately change the demographics of the country in the Sunni’s favor 

through selective immigration and granting of citizenship, gerrymandering, restricting access to 

government posts and economic opportunites, and other activities designed to discriminate 

against the Shi’a majority (BICI, 2011).  

These activities came to a head as part of the wider 2011 Arab Uprisings, with protests 

commencing on February 14, 2011 and lasting the greater part of the following month. The 

uprising in Bahrain was one of the more violent episodes of this period. Bahrain is a largely 
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divided country along religious lines between predominantly Sunni Arabs and the Shia 

inhabitants (“Bahrain,” GROWup). Support or opposition to the protests fell largely along these 

lines. This has led many to question whether the motives of the government in violently 

suppressing these protests was an effort to entrench the disparities between the two religious 

groups. However, several other ethnically and religiously diverse states also had uprisings in 

2011. And many of these experienced little to no violence whatsoever. So, why did violence 

occur in this particular uprising and what role did the particular identities in Bahrain play in the 

emergence of violence during this instance? While other factors have been offered in the 

literature that have sought to explain why violence occurred in some of the 2011 Arab Uprisings 

and why violence occurs more generally, sectarian identity and discrimination of sectarian 

minorities in the form of horizontal inequalities may have had a significant impact on the 

emergence of violence in this particular case that might help to explain why Bahrain witnessed 

such a violent uprising. This position is influenced by factors such as the history of 

discrimination against the Shia population by the Bahraini government in terms of citizenship, 

national history, and economic opportunity, the allegations from the Al-Bandar Report, and the 

findings from the Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry (BICI), as well as through 

translated statements from both the predominantly Shi’a protestors themselves and the monarchy 

and Sunni groups who all played significant parts in the development of the 2011 Bahraini 

Uprising.  

Based on the investigation of these sources, the impact of horizontal inequalities was very 

prevalent in much of the discourse on both sides of the uprising. For the predominantly Shi’a 

protestors and political societies, their statements and justifications for the protests focused on 

rectifying horizontal inequalities around access to political power and issues related the 
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government’s discriminatory practices around political naturalization. For the government and 

Sunni groups, their response to the protests was guided by a desire to keep in place these 

inequalities by stoking religous divisions and playing on the fears of the Sunni population of 

what a Shi’a takeover would mean to their privileged status within the country. In many 

instances, this rhetoric was utilized by both sides to rile and mobilize their supporters up into acts 

of violence, leading to numerous deaths and many injuries. 
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On the Connections between Ethnicity and Violence in Previous Literature: 

The rise of a number of wars described as “ethnic” or “sectarian” conflicts since the end of 

the Cold War in places such as the Balkans, Rwanda, Northern Ireland, the Middle East and other 

regions around the world, has led to an increase in literature that seeks to explain the relationship 

between ethnicity and conflict (Creighton and Mac Iver, 1991; Kakar, 1996; Uvin, 1999; Nasr, 

2000; Gagnon, 2004; Haddad, 2011; Chandra, 2012; Louer, 2013; Abdo, 2017). Ethnicity is a 

somewhat fluid term encompassing many different forms of identity. It’s generally defined as a 

group of people sharing a common cultural background. But for many, this common cultural 

background can encompass such varied identities as ancestry, language, history, society, culture, 

nation, and religion (Chandra, 2012; pg. 69-70). This relationship has been approached from a 

variety of angles. Drawing on arguments and theories from sociology, authoritarian politics, 

psychology, group dynamics, and other fields and disciplines, researchers have attempted to 

explain why certain conflicts, including those during the 2011 Arab Uprisings, have become 

centered around ethnic identities. They have also looked at how these identities can be and are 

manipulated and weaponized by various actors within those states into violent actions. Their 

debates have focused on a few key points such as whether or not ethnicity even matters as an 

influencing factor in the emergence of violence and, if it does, whether ethnic identities in and of 

themselves are inherently conflictual, or if they require a degree of manipulation by actors in order 

to result in ethnic conflict. This section will address these varied arguments in detail and examine 

some of their limitations in explaining the role that ethnic identities play in the emergence of 

violence and their applicability to explaining the violence witnessed in the case of the Bahraini 

Uprising. 
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Does Ethnicity Matter?: Arguments against Ethnicity as a Predictor of Violence: 

Before examining the literature on ethnicity and conflict, the debate about whether 

ethnicity role in the emergence of violence needs to be addressed. The questioning of the role of 

ethnic identities in conflict stems largely from articles written by Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler 

(1998, 2004) and James Fearon and David Laitin (2003). Fearon and Laitin (2003) investigated 

whether ethnic diversity was a better predictor of civil war onset compared to other factors such 

as terrain, poverty levels, and instability. In their quantitative study, they found that, “[t]he 

conditions that favor insurgency-in particular, state weakness marked by poverty, a large 

population, and instability-are better predictors of which countries are at risk for civil war” (Fearon 

and Laitin, 2003: pg. 88). They further argue that ethnic diversity should not be viewed as, “the 

root cause of civil conflict when [researchers and policy makers] observe insurgents in a poor 

country who mobilize fighters along ethnic lines. Instead, the civil wars of the period have 

structural roots, in the combination of a simple, robust military technology and decolonization, 

which created an international system numerically dominated by fragile states with limited 

administrative control of their peripheries (Ibid, pg. 88). So, according to them, ethnic identity on 

its own was not able to predict when or where violence might erupt.  To come to this conclusion, 

they used a quantitative analysis of every civil war from 1945-1999. They tested the levels of 

ethnic diversity against other predictors such as terrain, poverty, and instability to see whether they 

influenced the likelihood of civil war onset and found that the latter variables were more accurate 

forecasters of violence. 

Collier and Hoeffler, in their articles (1998, 2004), focus on the influence of economic 

factors, as compared to ethnic arguments, to explain the onset of violence. Collier and Hoeffler 
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argued that factors such as the availability of opportunities to finance and recruit for rebel groups 

were better predictors of large-scale violence than ethnic identities and grievances. As Collier and 

Hoeffler state, “the grievances that motivate rebels may be substantially disconnected from the 

large social concerns of inequality, political rights, and ethnic identity” (2004: pg. 589). According 

to them, the motivations of rebel groups are purely financial and opportunistic rather than inspired 

by any sense of ethnic identity or other ideologies and deal more with the ability of groups to 

acquire financial resources and be able to sustain their campaigns. They, like Fearon and Laitin, 

used a quantitative analysis of civil wars from 1960, testing for a number of factors mentioned 

above. Although they conclude that ethnic identities on their face, were not able to explain the 

emergence of violence, they were able to find one instance where it may contribute to the 

development of violence. They stated that, “[o]nly one of the proxies for grievance survives into 

the baseline regression, namely ethnic dominance. If a country is characterized by ethnic 

dominance its risk of conflict is nearly doubled…Starting from homogeneity, as diversity increases 

the society is likely to become characterized by ethnic dominance, although this will be reversed 

by further increases in diversity. The risk of conflict would first rise and then fall” (Collier and 

Hoeffler, 2004: pg. 581). These articles, and others that have followed, have formed the central 

antithesis to the argument that ethnic identity has an effect on large-scale violence, instead offering 

alternative explanations derived from other factors like economics, opportunity, terrain features, 

and general instability.  
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Ethnic Nationalism 

 In contrast to the arguments by Fearon and Laitin and Collier and Hoeffler, among others, 

another body of literature has contended that ethnic identities can and do play a role in how 

violence emerges by focusing on the important role that these identities play in the conception of 

the national identities of states and how competing definitions of these identities can lead to 

conflict and violence  (Barth, 1969; Armstrong 1982; Gellner, 1983; Horowitz 1985; A.D. Smith, 

1986; Hutchinson 1987, 2005; Connor 1994; Kakar, 1996; Lamont, 2000, 2012; Wimmer, 2002, 

2008, 2013; Delanty, et.al, 2008; Buhaug, Cederman, and Rød, 2008; Cederman, Weidmann, and 

Gleditsch, 2011; Haddad 2011, 2013; Jenkins, 2012; Bar-Tal, 2013; Abulof, 2015; Abdo 2017). 

One of the earlier arguments for why ethnic identity and diversity might breed conflict and 

violence concerns the contention within a state between different ethnic groups on the conception 

of who belongs to the “nation” (Armstrong 1982; Horowitz 1985; Smith 1986; Hutchinson 1987, 

2005; Connor 1994; Lamont 2000, 2012; Wimmer 2002, 2008, 2013; Haddad 2011, 2013; Abdo 

2017). This literature contends that the conception of the nation is inherently exclusionary. The 

nation, for them, is based on identity markers like common language, culture, religion, etc. This 

will, by nature, exclude those who do not fit into this conception. States emerge as a political 

representation of this nation and, as a result, will codify who “belongs” through processes like 

citizenship. Violence, then, occurs as a result of these excluded groups seeking to obtain 

representation and belonging for themselves either through outright secession from the state to 

form their own or through attempts to attain greater autonomy or equal status, thereby challenging 

the integrity and previous held conception of the nation that the state is founded upon (Kakar, 

1996; Lamont, 2000, 2012; Wimmer, 2002; Buhaug, Cederman, and Rød, 2008; Ghobadzdeh and 

Akbarzadeh, 2015). 
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For instance, the concept of citizenship plays an important role in determining who belongs 

to the national group and affords many rights and privileges to those who hold it. “Only citizens 

of the state [are] allowed to choose their profession freely, to settle wherever they wanted on the 

national territory, to hold property, to vote and stand for elections, to speak up in public and express 

their opinion freely” (Wimmer 2002; pg. 58). Those who find themselves outside of this find their 

prospects and voice severely curtailed. As such, foreign immigrants, ethnic or religious minorities, 

illegal aliens, mercenaries, or foreign rulers become externalized and used by the nation as a way 

to define itself further by contrast (Ibid, pg. 63). This then makes the state more likely to practice, 

“ethnic (or regional, or religious) favouritism by granting equal treatment before the law, allowing 

the exercise of certain professions, opening channels of political participation only to members of 

their own group” (Ibid, pg. 66). This process builds animosity and grievance among the excluded 

group and causes them to either seek their own state in which they themselves can be favored or 

to challenge the status quo, often through violent means, especially when the state responds with 

indiscriminate violence (Lindemann and Wimmer, 2018). 

This process has been applied to the cases of the Middle East and the 2011 Arab 

Uprisings by authors like Jane Kinninmont (2011), Fanar Haddad (2011, 2013), Naser 

Ghobadzdeh and Shahram Akbarzadeh (2015),  and Genieve Abdo (2017) who have argued that 

religious identities within the Middle East have become so closely entwined with their respective 

national identities, that the threat posed to those identities by the uprisings led to the mass 

mobilization along ethnic lines that has been witnessed over the past decade. Ghobadzdeh and 

Akbarzadeh write, “Once othering becomes part of politico-religious discourse, it moves to all 

levels of society, transforming itself into as much a bottom-up as a top-down process. Over the 

course of time othering rhetoric has expanded beyond theology to become a decisive part of 
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political, social, religious, and economic reality” (2015: pg. 700). Jane Kinninmont’s (2011) 

article shows how the conversation and debate around a seemingly legal question surrounding a 

proposed Family Law in Bahrain, was ultimately transformed into a sectarian dispute because of 

the close intermeshing between sectarian and national identities in the state that were unable to 

be disentangled. These articles track how these concepts of identity become an ingrained part of 

the everyday lives of people in these societies and provide an avenue for greater mobilization 

and potentially for violent action when they are challenged by other groups. 

 

Horizontal Inequalities 

 The ethnic nationalism argument seems to suggest that ethnic groups are exclusionary by 

nature. That there will always be those within a state who find themselves outside of the generally 

agreed upon definition of the nation. But, is that really the case? Is violence the result of how ethnic 

groups define themselves in relation to each other? Or is it, more specifically, the act of exclusion 

that follows that makes violence more likely to occur? This is the argument that the horizontal 

inequalities literature makes, arguing that the unequal distribution of political, economic, or social 

goods within a state between differing ethnic groups is what ultimately leads to unrest and violence 

(Stewart 2002, 2008, 2010; Langer, 2008; Østby 2008; Gibney, 2008; Mancini, 2008; Cederman, 

Gleditsch, and Weidmann 2011; Lindemann and Wimmer, 2018). 

 Horizontal inequalities refer to, “inequalities in economic, social, or political dimensions 

or cultural status between culturally defined groups” (Stewart, 2008; pg. 3). Frances Stewart found 

that countries that had higher degrees of economic inequality between ethnic groups, higher 

degrees of social inequalities like access to education, training programs, and healthcare among 
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ethnic groups, and greater exclusivity in politics were more likely to experience violent conflict 

(Stewart, 2002: pg. 35). She found that these different groups of inequalities often overlapped with 

and would reinforce each other. This would then compound the sense of alienation and 

discrimination that these discriminated groups faced, leading to more and more grievances and 

animosity toward those who are discriminating against them. The more blatant and unequal these 

inequalities became, the higher the likelihood of violence being used in response. If the inequalities 

were so extreme and entrenched, the discriminated groups might feel that violent action was the 

only option open to them to change the system and better their situation, in spite of the risks 

involved in such an act (Ibid, pg. 35).  

The works of Gudrun Østby (2008) have investigated horizontal inequalities further by 

focusing specifically on the impact of economic inequalities and ethnic polarization and their 

effects on violent conflict. She found that social and economic factors are particularly significant 

in increasing the likelihood of conflict. She theorizes that this is because alienation and 

discrimination in economic factors were more likely to reinforce group identity and consciousness 

more so than other factors. She writes that, “Horizontal inequalities capture a collective aspect of 

relative deprivation which can facilitate mobilization for conflict. When such collective grievances 

are due to discrimination, they are likely to provoke ethnic-based movements, and when group 

inequalities intensify, they might turn into political violence (Østby, 2008: pg. 148). These 

inequalities were also more tangible and easier for people to see and experience in their day-to-

day lives, as opposed to more abstract concepts of identity. As she puts it, “cleavages that coincide 

with systematic socio-economic inequalities may enhance both collective grievances and group 

cohesion among the relatively deprived, thus enhancing the levels of both frustration and 
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opportunity for group mobilization. A common cultural identity can thus become a powerful 

mobilizing agent that can lead to a range of political disturbances” (Ibid, pg. 147). 

Distribution of Power 

In their article “Why do Ethnic Groups Rebel?,” Lars-Erik Cederman, Andreas Wimmer, 

and Brian Min (2010) focused specifically on the effects that the access to power (or lack thereof) 

that ethnic groups have on the likelihood of civil war and violence occurring. They found that 

violence was more likely to erupt in cases in which, “1. The more representatives of an ethnic 

group are excluded from state power…2. The higher their mobilization capacity is, and 3. The 

more they have experienced conflict in the past” (Cederman, Wimmer, and Min, 2010: pg. 88). 

Using the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR), which is a dataset that charts an ethnic groups’ access to 

state power, their settlement patterns, links to rebel organizations, transborder ethnic kin relations, 

and intraethnic cleavages, they determined the access to power for each politically relevant ethnic 

group within a state and compared that data to data on civil wars around the world since the end 

of WWII. In addition, they also found that outbreaks of violence were often influenced by the 

relative proportions in size between the different groups, with situations in which the discriminated 

group was larger than that of the discriminating group, or underrepresented in relative to its 

percentage of the population, more often than not leading to civil war (Ibid, pg. 110-111). They 

argued that members of ethnic groups would prefer not to be ruled by ethnic “others” and would 

be more likely to try and take control of the state, or to secede entirely from the state to form their 

own nation-state in which they are the dominant ethnicity.  
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 This concept of ethnic dominance was also the conclusion made by Collier and Hoeffler 

(2004). They argued that, “even in democracies a small group may fear permanent exclusion. A 

potentially important instance is if political allegiance is based on ethnicity and one ethnic group 

has a majority. The incentive to exploit the minority increases the larger is the minority, since there 

is more to extract. Hence, a minority greed and grievance may be most vulnerable if the largest 

ethnic group constitutes a small majority,” (Collier and Hoeffler, 2004: pg. 571-572). They find 

evidence that the greater proportion of the population, an excluded ethnic group constitutes, the 

higher the likelihood that that minority group would seek to take up violence against the group in 

power. This was to prevent their exploitation and exclusion from the political space by a smaller 

power whom they could easily overwhelm.  

 

Elite Manipulation of Ethnic and Religious Identities 

 These previous arguments have largely assumed that ethnic identities are something readily 

apparent and unchanging. Recently, however, there have been attempts to comprehend ethnicity 

as more of a social construct that reflects the societies and contexts in which they emerge than as 

something that is static and readily apparent (Laitin, 1986, 1998; Kakar, 1996; Gagnon, 2004; 

Brubaker, 2004, 2006; Cornell and Hartmann, 2007; Chandra, 2012; Wimmer, 2013). Because 

these authors view these identities as fluid concepts, the importance they have for any particular 

society will then naturally ebb and flow depending on the situation. In some instances, ethnic 

identities will be particularly salient and easily distinguishable, while in others it might not be as 

important, if at all. As such, some actors may take advantage of this notion by deliberately 

manipulating ethnic identities and their salience within a society during times of conflict or unrest 
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to achieve their own ends. This was the case in Serbia and Croatia during the 1990’s, as V.P. 

Gagnon Jr. (2004) argues in his book. He takes the view that these “ethnic” conflicts were actually 

based on calculated decisions by the elites in both Serbia and Croatia to inflame and encourage 

ethnic tensions and violence in order to demobilize their own populations from seeking greater 

political and economic rights. Each time unrest would occur in either of these countries, the leaders 

in power would stir up ethnic violence and othering against their enemies as a way of distracting 

their populations. By taking advantage of the fluid nature of ethnic identities, these ethnic 

entrepreneurs were able to manipulate tensions between ethnic groups into large-scale violence in 

order to preserve their hold on power in their respective states and focus the attention of their 

people toward external ethnic others. So, this area of the literature begs the question of what makes 

an ethnic identity important in one context, but not another and whether the salience of an identity 

makes violence more likely. In a sense, this harkens back to the earlier question of if an ethnic 

identity is salient, does that necessarily lead to violence in every instance? Can you have salient 

ethnic identities and still have ethnic cooperation as a result? 

Recent scholarship has built on this constructivist interpretation of ethnic identity and its 

effect on large-scale violence, particularly as it pertains to the Middle East region, and applied it 

to religious identity and sectarianism. Describing a process which they term as “sectarianization,” 

this area of literature has claimed that the high levels of violence witnessed in the region in recent 

years around ethnic and religious identities, especially during the 2011 Arab Uprisings and the 

various civil wars and conflicts that resulted from them, has been the result of attempts by state 

elites to instigate tensions between various ethnic and religious groups in order to protect their 

positions and stay in power (Nasr, 2000; Al-Rasheed, 2011; Louer, 2013; Phillips, 2015; Pinto, 

2017; Hashemi and Postel, 2017). The phenomenon of sectarianism, for them, is purely a, “modern 
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political phenomenon that is nourished by persistent dictators whose rule depends on invoking 

these old religious identities that become lethally politicized” (Hasehmi and Postel, 2017: pg. 21). 

Leaders will inflame these ethnic or religious tensions in order to divide and rule their people, 

discouraging cross-ethnic coalitions from forming and to stoking fears among minority groups that 

might be threatened by a change in the status quo into acquiescing support for the regime. 

However, once unleashed, this politicization of these identities will often lead to an increase in 

segregation between these identity groups, reify in people’s minds certain ethnic or religious 

stereotypes, and stimulate security dilemmas among certain groups, leading to a spiraling cycle of 

ethnic or sectarian tension and violence between groups. As Laurence Louer (2013) found in his 

research on the politicization of sectarian identity in the security services of Bahrain, once the 

perception of a rival group as an out-group takes hold, it has the effect of lowering the inhibitions 

of the members of the in-group to inflict violence against them, thereby leading to less restraint in 

the use of deadly force when suppressing an uprising or protest (Louer, 2013, pg. 251). 

 Further work on this subject have tried to place the concept of sectarianism within the 

context of authoritarian strategies of repression. This group of literature regards the manipulation 

of sectarian identities not as anything distinct, but just a means through which repression can 

operate. Morten Valbjørn (2019) argues, the use of the “sectarian card” by authoritarian 

governments in the Middle East can be understood as a tactic in the repertoire of these types of 

states. Rather than treat sectarianism as a distinct, component of authoritarian politics, he writes 

that sectarianism and sectarian politics, “does not have to be more repressive than other forms of 

authoritarianism, and a number of techniques and strategies display similarities to authoritarian 

identity politics in non-sectarian settings. For this reason, it might be useful to a greater extent than 

has previously been the case to compare authoritarian identity politics in sectarian as well as non-
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sectarian settings” (Valbjørn, 2019; pg. 144-145). He further expands on this argument with 

Raymond Hinnebusch (2019), where they again discuss the debate between treating sectarianism 

as a separate and distinct mechanism in the case of Middle East states or as a representation of 

non-sectarian authoritarian mechanisms. The acknowledge that there is a: 

 “mutual interaction between sectarianism and regime formation…but it is not fully 

determinate since similar sectarian configurations have been associated with 

several different kinds of regime, particularly consociational democracy and 

authoritarianism, depending on context. Similarly, such regimes all instrumentalize 

identity cleavages in order either to exploit them (to divide and rule) or contain 

them (to prevent sectarian civil war), but whether this ends up diluting, reproducing 

or inflaming sectarianism depends on variations in governance practices. Other 

identity cleavages may serve the same divide-and-rule objectives, but ‘radical 

sectarianism’ of the jihadist kind is most likely to inflame sectarian enmity” 

(Valbjørn and Hinnebusch, 2019; pg. 16). 

Lastly, Sossie Kasbarian and Simon Mabon (2017) argue from the perspective that the 

supposed sectarian narrative that came out of the 2011 Bahraini Uprising was an attempt 

by the state to control the narrative of the uprising and bend it to their characterization. For 

them the violence and repression of the state response to the uprising had more to do with 

attempts to control the way in which the uprising was perceived in the state and to the 

international community at large and how they used that to control the political space in 

the country. All of these arguments place sectarianism, not as the main mechanism through 
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which violence or conflict occurred, but rather a means used and manipulated by the state 

for its own, often repressive, ends. 

 

Critiques and Limitations of the Extant Literature on Ethnicity and Conflict 

A large number of the sources identified have relied predominantly on the use of large-N, 

quantitative studies of civil war and ethnicity. However, the measures that they have used for both 

of these variables is questionable. Firstly, both Fearon and Laitin and Collier and Hoeffler used 

the Correlates of War (COW) measure for defining civil war which qualifies a civil war as a 

conflict in which there were over 1,000 battle deaths in a given year. While this may be appropriate 

for the study of civil war, a form of large-scale violence, there are smaller incidents of violence 

which might still be considered large-scale that their definition discounts.  

Secondly, there are issues with the measures that they use for measuring ethnic or religious 

diversity within states as well. For instance, both Fearon and Laitin and Collier and Hoeffler use 

the ethnic fractionalization index in their evaluation of ethnic diversity. This index determines the 

probability that two random individuals from a given state are of the same ethnic group. However, 

this conception of diversity has a number of flaws which might affect their results and whether we 

should discount ethnicity or religious identity as a causal factor in large-scale violence. The first 

flaw is that the ethnic fractionalization index treats ethnic diversity as something that is fixed. It 

assumes that over time, generations do not assimilate, differentiate, amalgamate, break-apart, 

immigrate and emigrate. Some more recent literature and data sets have tried to take this into 

account and chart the development ethnic fractionalization over time, leading to a more accurate 

representation of the changing nature of ethnic identities (Drazanova, 2019). A second critique is 
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that ethnic identity is based on a number of different qualities such as religion, language, culture, 

etc. For many ethnic groups, these identities overlap with other forms of identity. So, the difficulty 

becomes, how do you determine what “level of fractionalization” you use and how might that 

affect the results. For instance, as Laitin and Posner (2001) found in their analysis of India, “India’s 

population can be divided along religious, linguistic, caste or even state lines…Our decision 

matters tremendously for the value we arrive at: defined in terms of religious differences, India’s 

ethnic fractionalization index would be 0.31; defined in terms of language distinctions, it would 

be 0.79… [T]here is no way to know ex ante which line of ethnic cleavage is likely to be politically 

important, and thus no way to privilege one cut on the data over another” (Laitin and Posner, 2001: 

pg. 2). This indeed, makes it difficult to nail down what identities matter most to people in certain 

contexts.  

But more importantly, while a number of these authors dismiss the role of ethnicity in 

causing these conflicts, for the people on the ground, these identities were a very tangible and 

relevant aspect to many of them in that it was often a dividing line between who supported which 

faction and a channel through which many rebel groups and organizations mobilized (Crighton 

and Mac Iver, 1991; Kinninmont, 2011; Beaugrand, 2016; Haddad, 2013; Shakman Hurd, 2015; 

El-Baddawy, 2016; Mneimneh, 2016; and Ghobadzdeh and Akbarzadeh, 2015). Just because they 

conclude that non-ethnic factors are more instrumental in the emergence of violence, it does not 

adequately address ethnicity or sectarian identity’s role in mobilizing people to violence and how 

the issues are often framed through these prisms.  

Another major critique of the extant literature on ethnicity and violence is that it assumes 

a certain predilection among diverse groups toward conflict with each other. If it is assumed that 
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these identities matter tremendously in the formation of a national identity and violence will occur 

between those who belong to that conception of the state and those who don’t, there should have 

been widespread violence in every 2011 uprising state that was ethnically or religously diverse, 

and in every diverse state around the world for that matter. This was not the case. So, why does 

violence occur in some instances and why does peaceful coexistence or tolerance prevail in others? 

This would imply that identity on its face is not enough to lead to conflict and violence, but rather 

that it is how those identities are codified into the identity of the state and whether the state makes 

an active effort to either include or exclude certain groups. 

To their credit, some authors have tried to address this question in recent research. For 

instance, a recent article by Lasse Lykke Rørbæk (2017) looked into whether certain types of ethnic 

groups were more likely to take part in armed conflict. He examined whether religious, linguistic, 

racial, or regional groups had a higher propensity toward violence. However, he found that they 

were all equally likely to engage in violence. Another article, this one by Eivind Hammersmark 

(2017), looked at the timing of ethnic violence in Sub-Saharan Africa. In his research, he found 

that ethnic violence had a higher likelihood of occurring around times of presidential elections due 

to the tendency of political actors to evoke these identities during their campaigns. In this sense, 

the ethnic “other” becomes something around which the in-group can rally against. 

Another more fundamental issue with regard to ethnic conflict is what ethnicity even is and 

how it is defined. Is it something clearly delineable and along what lines is it, or should it be, 

defined? Does it include religious identity or should sectarianism be treated as a separate identity? 

Writing about their use of DHS Surveys to attribute ethnic identity, Cederman, Gleditsch, and 

Weidmann stated that, “although the surveys are constructed to be nationally representative, the 
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number of responses for an ethnic group or location may often be very low, and there is no 

guarantee that the samples will be representative…responses from surveys may well be 

systematically biased against finding evidence of inequality if poorer individuals overstate their 

assets and richer individuals consistently understate theirs” (Cederman, Gleditsch, and Weidmann, 

2011: pg. 483).  Authors have struggled with defining what ethnicity actually means and as a result 

it has made it difficult for researchers to determine how to adequately measure ethnicity as a 

variable. Graham Brown and Arnim Langer have stated that the measures and conceptions of 

ethnicity used in a lot of scholarly works are taken as a “given” in that they are viewed as, 

“exhaustive (all members of the population must fit into a category) and exclusive (members of 

the population cannot be members of two or more categories (Brown and Langer 2010: pg. 33). 

There remain important questions to be answered about what measures and definitions are used to 

comprehend what ethnic diversity is and how it is understood and how that understanding 

influences its utility toward large-scale violence.  

This criticism is due in large part to an often-predominant focus on the state level by 

research on the topic. Arnim Langer and Graham Brown (2010: pg. 27) have criticized some of 

their colleague’s research on the topic, accusing them of overlooking the, “non-state centered 

dynamics in the evolution and interpretation of horizontal inequalities and their mobilisation 

capacity.” For Langer and Brown (2010), the focus is too much on how the state instigates division 

and grievance through the implementation of horizontal inequalities. Instead, they argue there 

should be more research done on the aspects of how these groups mobilize in response to state 

action and violence. In other words, how do horizontal inequalities encourage people to mobilize 

against the one’s responsible for the discrimination? When do horizontal inequalities become more 
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than people can tolerate and if it is enough to get them into the streets to protest or even commit 

violence to rectify these disparities. 

Lastly, with respect to the arguments made by Gagnon, Valbjørn, Hinnebusch, Mabon and 

others about how sectarianism or ethnic identity merely form the means through which 

authoritarian regimes rule and stay in power, they don’t necessarily discount the influence of these 

identities in politics. Whatever reason these identities are used for or manipulated, they still were 

salient identities and one that held great sway for the people involved. In other words, just because 

the reason sectarianism or ethnicity are manipulated is purely for political or repressive ends and 

not sectarian ones, does not in and of itself dismiss sectarianism as a mode for mobilization, 

violence, and conflict. The reason why sectarianism is used does not answer the question of how 

it is used and what outcomes that produces. 

Overall, there are several questions that remain unanswered by both this group of literature 

in particular and the constructivist conception of ethnicity from which it springs as well as other 

explanations. Firstly, what is it about ethnic or religious identities that made these groups so 

susceptible to manipulation. Is it the case that every ethnic or sectarian group has the potential to 

be manipulated into violence or do certain conditions exist which allow these processes to be more 

effective? If these identities are seen as fluid and come and go based on the times, why then are 

people willing to commit acts of violence and be willing to die in the name of something that is 

socially constructed and easily malleable based on the particular context? Does that make these 

identities any less important to the people on the ground or is there more to ethnic or religious 

identities that can explain its role in the emergence of violence? 
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Horizontal Inequalities and its Relation to Violence: 

 Horizontal Inequalities have been proposed as an explanation for how ethnic identities 

can influence the onset of large-scale violence. These horizontal inequalities refer specifically to, 

“inequalities in economic, social, or political dimensions or cultural status between culturally 

defined groups” (Stewart, 2008: pg. 3). The groups in question are often discriminated against in 

terms of hiring practices, economic opportunities, religious freedom, and political representation 

solely on the basis of their ethnic identities. Recent literature has delved into this topic and 

examined its role in violent conflict (Stewart 2002, 2008, 2010; Langer, 2008; Østby 2008; 

Gibney, 2008; Mancini, 2008; Mancini, Stewart, and Brown, 2008; Cederman, Gleditsch, and 

Weidmann, 2011; Buhaug, Cederman, and Gleditsch, 2011; Lindemann and Wimmer, 2018; 

Hillesund, et. al, 2018). In doing so, they have identified several components of horizontal 

inequalities that they have argued show how these inequalities are able to develop into conflict 

and violence.  

 They argue that these “culturally defined groups” develop their grievances and conduct 

violence in response to a number of key factors. These include political conditions including the 

structure of state power, how accommodating the state is, and demographic representation. 

Economic conditions referring to the distribution of resources, economic opportunity, and 

discrimination in hiring. And social conditions such as conceptions of citizenship, religious 

freedom and opportunities to worship, and freedom of cultural expression (Stewart, 2008: pg. 19-

23). The way in which these authors have gone about to evaluate these inequalities and how they 

can lead to conflict have varied from large-N studies to localized case studies and focused on 

several of these factors individually. They have focused also on several of these factors 
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individually and in conjunction with each other. For the most part, the explanation of violence 

through horizontal inequalities has centered around three, intertwined aspects: identity, motive, 

and opportunity (Hillesund, et. al, 2018; pg. 464).  

This concept of horizontal inequalities differs in some respects from research on ethnic 

discrimination in a broader sense while also building on other aspects. The idea of horizontal 

inequalities takes a deeper look into discrimination based on ethnic identity by focusing 

specifically on the way in which discrimination is manifested on the group level rather than on 

an individual level (Stewart, 2008; pg. 7). It allows for an analysis of how group-level 

discrimination is implemented and its particular effects as they relate to political, social, and 

economic measures. The focus of the study of horizontal inequalities is not specifically about 

how ethnic discrimination affects a member of that group because of their ethnicity, but how that 

discrimination impacts and affects the group as a whole. In other words, how do groups react and 

respond to ethnic discrimination. Furthermore, as Stewart, Brown, and Mancini (2005) discuss, it 

allows to look at dynamics within the group itself as well. As they write, “each group is made up 

of a number of individuals- hence the intra-group distribution may be of interest as well as the 

inter-group, and it would be possible to include a measure of within group inequality in the 

measure of each group's performance” (Stewart, Brown, and Mancini, 2005: pg. 9). In other 

words, by focusing on inequalities in this way, it can allow an appraisal of how inequalities can 

impact subgroups within the group rather than treat an ethnic group as a singular entity. Lastly, 

by focusing on the group-level analysis and group-based discrimination, the concept of 

horizontal inequalities allows for a focus on discrimination in a larger scale and assess how these 

things influence reactions such as group solidarity, mobilization, and other dynamics that might 
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not be possible if looked at differently. This project will build upon these concepts and show 

how they can be applied to the case of Bahrain during their 2011 uprising.  

 

Evaluating Horizontal Inequalities 

 The first and most important component to the study of horizontal inequalities is identity. 

“Horizontal inequality explanations stress…that in most societies, social group demarcations 

other than socioeconomic classes – including deep-seated markers like language and religion in 

particular – are more likely to provide individuals with the type of group identification strong 

enough to make them risk their life in rebellion (Gurr 1993a; Østby 2013)” (Ibid, pg. 465). 

Numerous researchers have approached how to measure and assess these identities in many 

different ways. For instance, Matthew Gibney (2008) focused his research on the issue of 

citizenship and how it can influence the onset of violence. He writes, “Citizenship is inherently 

exclusive. To define a state’s citizenry is simultaneously to define who is not a citizen” (Gibney, 

2008: pg. 27). Those who are citizens are able to enjoy the benefits that are afforded to them by 

the state. Drawing on cases from Bangladesh and the Baltic, Gibney argues that certain ethnic 

groups are excluded from state services because their groups are viewed as, “disloyal or 

untrustworthy, as a result of their past or present actions, and thus as likely to jeopardize the 

national security of the state” or that they, “risk challenging the power of a state’s dominant 

ethnic group or groups” (Ibid, pg. 31). As such, this exclusion leads to a sense of unbelonging 

which feeds into a feeling of solidarity among the outgroup, allowing them to collectively 

mobilize.  
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 Furthermore, “Inequality is a symmetrical concept – it covers relative privilege as well as 

relative deprivation. Deprived and privileged groups have different motives to take up arms” 

(Hillesund, et. al, 2018; pg. 465). The motivation behind violence, according to horizontal 

inequalities literature, has focused on the ideas of relative deprivation and the correction of these 

inequalities by the discriminated group. Ted Gurr (1970, 1993) was one of the first to investigate 

this idea and he found that, “a mismatch between the social, economic or political goods people 

expect or feel that they are rightfully entitled to on the one hand, and what they are capable of 

attaining and maintaining on the other, creates feelings of grievance and injustice, increases 

frustration and leads to violent conflict” (Hillesund, et. al, 2018; pg. 465). However, this 

motivation around privileged status within a state based on ethnic identity can cut both ways. For 

instance, Frances Stewart (2002) argues that the dominant ethnic groups will often instigate 

violence and take up arms in order to preserve the status quo and their advantaged access to 

political or economic power. “These groups are motivated either by the fear that their privilege is 

about to be taken away, or by a more aggressive desire to dominate other groups…privileged 

groups may argue in favour of the injustice involved in redistribution arrangements wherein they 

are able to control the wealth their group or region produces…to the exclusion of other parts of 

society” (Hillesund, et. al, 2018: pg. 465). 

These inequalities and the differences between the privileged and deprived have taken 

many forms and many researchers have examined their effects individually. Gudrun Østby 

(2008) focused specifically on economic inequalities and ethnic polarization and their effects on 

violent conflict. Using survey data from 36 countries in the period from 1986-2004 in a large-N 

study, Østby sought to create a, “measure of ethnic, social and economic polarization, as well as 

vertical and horizontal inequalities along two dimensions: social and economic” (Østby, 2008: 
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pg. 143). She focused on the factors that caused people to mobilize in conflicts. The results of 

her study showed that social and economic factors are particularly significant in the likelihood of 

conflict. She showed that, “polarization of socio-economic welfare may contribute to both the 

intragroup cohesion and the intergroup alienation required in order to provoke conflict” (pg. 

153). She theorizes that this is because alienation and discrimination will reinforce group identity 

and consciousness, and thereby increase the level of polarization among the different groups. She 

writes, “Horizontal inequalities capture a collective aspect of relative deprivation which can 

facilitate mobilization for conflict. When such collective grievances are due to discrimination, 

they are likely to provoke ethnic-based movements, and when group inequalities intensify, they 

might turn into political violence (pg. 148). 

 Others, like Lars-Erik Cederman, Andreas Wimmer, and Brian Min (2010), have focused 

on political horizontal inequalities. Their work has focused primarily on the effects that the 

access to power (or lack thereof) that ethnic groups have has on the likelihood of civil war. They 

developed a dataset which they called the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) index to determine what 

access to power each politically relevant ethnic group had in each state. They found that violence 

was more likely to erupt, “1. The more representatives of an ethnic group are excluded from state 

power…2. The higher their mobilization capacity is, and 3. The more they have experienced 

conflict in the past” (Cederman, Wimmer, and Min, 2010: pg. 88). They argue that members of 

ethnic groups would prefer not to be ruled by ethnic “others” and would be more likely to try and 

take control of the state, or to secede entirely from the state to form their own nation-state in 

which they are the dominant ethnicity. 
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 The data used to show the effects of horizontal inequalities on the deprived groups and 

how that feeds into their motives for violence have ranged from economic indicators such as the 

GINI coefficient, relative incomes, job statistics, poverty levels, and education level (Østby, 

2008; Kuhn and Weidmann, 2015); political indicators such as the number of members of a 

certain group in government compared to others or their relative demographics, rates of 

citizenship, abilities to access government services (Cederman, Wimmer, and Min, 2010); and 

cultural indicators such as levels of religious freedom, language rights, and recognition of 

ethnocultural practices (Langer and Brown, 2008). These and other relevant data points have 

been gleaned from survey data, government data, and other sources, but all point to the fact that 

these discriminations fuel solidarity among the outgroup, allowing them to unify around their 

common suffering.  

 The effects of these inequalities on the discriminated group provide an avenue and 

opportunity for mass group-based mobilization. “The collective nature of the motive and 

emotions that shared inequality can spur, combined with leadership, framing efforts and pre-

existing social networks, help facilitate recruitment” (Hillesund, et. al, 2018; pg. 466). It 

becomes easier to for members of these groups to identify with each other and the aims and 

motivations of groups seeking to redress these common grievances as they are likely to have 

lived and experienced them themselves. The recruitment and coming together of ethnically-based 

organizations further enhances the feeling of cohesion among its members and provides several 

“solidary rewards” and opportunities to its members (Ibid, pg. 466). The fact that these 

organizations are based around ethnic identities, as opposed to other forms of identities, make 

them easier to mobilize around as Frances Stewart (2009) found. She found that among ethnic 

identities, and among religious identities most strongly, there was a greater availability of 
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common links between the people in the forms of common language, culture, historical or 

religious texts, etc. that were already in place and around which the people could congregate 

(Stewart, 2009; pg. 29-30). This allows for the gathering and mobilizing of discriminated groups 

to action aimed at redressing their ethnically-based grievances. But how does this then relate to 

the development of violence? 

 

Horizontal Inequalities and Violence 

The arguments connecting horizontal inequalities and violence have centered around 

relative deprivation theory on inequalities between the in-groups and the out-groups. The idea 

being that if groups as a whole are discriminated against, they are more likely to feel a sense of 

solidarity with each other and thereby be more easily mobilized (Cederman, Wimmer, and Min, 

2010). However, Stewart and others have only been able to conclude that some of these factors 

lead to a higher probability of conflict occurring and have not conclusively shown the direct 

relationship between these horizontal inequalities and violence and conflict. However, their 

studies have yielded significant, relevant results. For instance, “Researchers have argued that 

economic disadvantage gives the masses an incentive to revolt, but that this is not enough to 

overcome the collective action dilemma. Political exclusion does just that by providing leaders 

with incentives to change the status quo (Langer, 2008). Furthermore, political exclusion is 

easier than economic disadvantage to blame on the central government (Cederman, Gleditsch, 

and Buhaug, 2013)” (Hillesund, 2018; pg. 467). In addition to these aspects of horizontal 

inequalities, they also identify other factors such as the nature of the state and its reactions to 

large-scale uprisings, the role of local institutions, and the presence of natural resources that can 
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also have an effect on whether or not violence occurs (Stewart, 2008: pg. 300). As Cederman, 

Gleditsch, and Buhaug (2013), point out, the growth of ethnically-based movements from 

grievances derived from horizontal inequalities are much more likely to turn violent if the 

respective governments respond with repression. 

For many researchers on the effects of horizontal inequalities on the development of 

violence, their focus has centered around contextual factors and situations around ethnically-

based groups that might contribute to violence. They argue that these conditions shape: 

 “the external opportunity structure that nascent rebellions face. Most of them are 

not specific to horizontal inequality-based movements, but confront all social 

movements. They include the characteristics of the political system, the nature of 

the political coalitions the movement faces (Tarrow, 2011), state capacity, the level 

of state repression (Østby, 2013), the response of the state to initial demands 

(Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug, 2013) and whether the movement can rely on 

international and transnational support or income from natural resources” 

(Hillesund, 2018; pg. 466).  

These factors influence the timing and opportunities available to specific groups that then allow 

for armed conflict and violence to fester. So, in this sense, the main thrust of the connection 

between horizontal inequality and violence is that discrimination and inequality around 

economic, political, and/or social factors allows for group solidarity and mobilization along 

ethnic lines to occur. These groups have as their motive the redressing of these inequalities 

through whatever means are available to them. And on the other side, the privileged groups have 

an incentive to mobilize their own groups to protect the status quo and their privileged status. 
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Violence erupts once contextual opportunities arise that allow and facilitate violent action to 

occur.  
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Horizontal Inequalities and the Case of Bahrain: 

 For the purposes of this project, horizontal inequalities will be evaluated to examine their 

role in the development of violence during the context of the 2011 Bahraini Uprising. This 

project will rely on a single case study focusing on the 2011 Uprising in Bahrain to explain the 

role of horizontal inequalities in the development and emergence of violence. The case of 

Bahrain represents a set of unique circumstances when compared with the other 2011 Arab 

Uprisings. It also represents a unique case for studying the role of horizontal inequalities on 

violence more generally. This project will rely on a qualitative methodology to present the 

evidence of how these inequalities influence violence, drawing upon some primary and both 

translated and English-language secondary sources from the uprising itself and substantial 

research done in the years since. These include translated documents and testimonies from both 

the Bahraini government and the protestors on the ground, the report of the BICI (published in 

both English and Arabic) (BICI, 2011; pg. 10), second-hand reporting from news sources, 

spectators to the events, and researchers, and other historical resources. This will allow for a 

comprehensive evaluation of how these horizontal inequalities prevalent within Bahrain 

contributed to the emergence of violence during the 2011 uprising in that country. 

 

Why a Case Study? 

 This project will make use of a single-unit case study along the lines described by John 

Gerring (2004). He defines a case-study as a, “intensive study of a single unit for the purpose of 

understanding a larger class of (similar) units” (Gerring, 2004: pg. 342). The idea is that this 

single unit will serve as a greater representative example without having to expend the requisite 
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time and effort in examining each individual case in its entirety. By focusing on one 

representative case, it will allow this project to comprehensively examine the factors at play in 

great detail in the single case and extrapolate those results on to the wider set of cases. Similarly, 

Robert Yin (2002) views case studies as an investigation of questions that focus specifically on 

the “how” and “why” of certain phenomena and are intended to be explanatory in nature (Yin, 

2002; pg. 1).  

 By focusing on a single case, as opposed to a large-N or even a comparative study, this 

will allow this project to describe in detail the several horizontal inequalities within Bahrain, 

how salient these inequalities were in Bahrain prior and during the 2011 Uprising, and how they 

were used by both sides to stir up tensions and mobilize their respective groups into large-scale 

violence. This process has advantages over those of a large-N study by permitting a more in-

depth view into the machinations that led to the development of violence. When focusing on 

large-N cases the search for commonalities between the cases often comes at the expense of 

country or case specific factors that can also influence the processes being investigated. With 

respect to comparative analyses, by focusing on a single case, there is no need to focus on the 

issues related with finding comparable cases. No case is completely the same as another and 

therefore, the issue with comparative studies is trying to find a case that fulfills the needs of 

either a most similar or most different systems design. The problem becomes what factors are a 

case to be considered similar or dissimilar and how one defines whether a case is similar or 

different enough to each other. Again, like large-N studies, there will also be some sacrifice in 

detail in order to encompass several cases at once.  
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 This project is very much focused on a “how” question. Namely how horizontal 

inequalities influenced the emergence of violence during the 2011 Bahraini Uprising. The focus 

will be on explaining how the process of how these inequalities came about, were used by 

various actors to mobilize their groups, and incited into violence by these actors. This project is 

very much focused on questions of “how” and “why” and providing an explanatory discussion of 

these processes in great depth. In addition to this, this project will primarily approach this 

question from a purely qualitative approach. This project will rely on primary documents from 

the uprising itself as well as secondary reporting and research done in the years since. This will 

include survey data, historical accounts and testimonies, speeches, and other quotes from news 

sources and other mediums.  

 Having settled on a single-unit case study, there are still some limitations and issues that 

need to be addressed. In contrast to large-N studies, by focusing on a single case, there is an 

issue with how representative that one case is of the entire whole. As was stated before, each 

case is unique and so the question becomes, if that is the case, what value can it contribute to a 

broader understanding of the underlying processes being analyzed? A second limitation of 

single-unit case studies is that they are largely time-consuming endeavors, requiring enormous 

amounts of research and data. To gain a comprehensive understanding of a single case requires 

more work and evidence than a large-N study which might rely on a set of more easily 

acquirable statistics. These are just some of the drawbacks to using a single-unit case analysis as 

a methodology. 
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Why Bahrain? 

 Having settled on a single-unit case study, the next step is to choose a case. This project 

will focus on the 2011 Bahraini Uprising. The reasons for choosing Bahrain as the focus for this 

project stem from a number of reasons. Firstly, is its uniqueness as a case. It is one of the few 

states in the world that is ruled by a “dominant minority,” meaning that the group that holds the 

majority of political power within the state makes up a minority (roughly 30%) of the overall 

population (Geographic Research on War, Unified Platform (GROWup)). It is also the smallest 

state in the Middle East and yet, with respect to the 2011 Arab Uprisings, was one of the more 

violent cases in the region compared to other larger and more populous states. It has had a 

history of sectarian tension and conflict between its two main ethnoreligious groups over the last 

century as will be shown later in this chapter. This makes it a unique case for researching the 

influence that horizontal inequalities had on the emergence of violence in 2011.  

 Secondly, although unique it many regards, Bahrain also can be representative of broader 

cases involving sectarian violence both in the Middle East and beyond. For one, like many other 

Gulf states, is a monarchy that relies heavily on oil revenues to drive its economy. Like other 

states in the region, it experienced mass unrest and protest in 2011 and like others used violence 

to suppress them. This violence occurred within a state that is largely diverse and divided along 

religious lines. Some extrapolations can be gleamed from this case to represent other states that 

have faced ethnic or sectarian violence and conflict and might have reacted differently.  

 As stated before, this case study will rely on largely documentary evidence from the 

uprising in 2011. These include both English-language and translated official government 

documents and reports such as the Al-Bandar Report (2006) and the Bahrain Independent 
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Commission of Inquiry’s (BICI) report (2011). In addition to this, numerous contemporaneous 

articles, speeches, declarations, and other forms of media, both in English or translated from the 

original Arabic, from the uprising will also be utilized. These include speeches and statements 

made both by the government and protestors during the events. This project will also make use 

of second-hand reporting and research done both during and in the years since the uprising which 

make use of first-hand information and data learned in that time. This includes news sources as 

well as academic articles and monographs on the 2011 Bahraini Uprising. These include books 

by Matthiesen (2013), Wehrey (2014), Potter (2014), Gerges (2014), Shehabi and Jones (2015), 

Gengler (2015), Abdo (2017), and Hashemi and Postel (2017) among many others. There will 

also be some use of survey data done prior to the uprising which will provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the attitudes and perceptions of the people just before the uprisings 

commenced.  

 This data will be used to make the case that the government’s policies, rhetoric, and 

actions toward the Shi’a population within Bahrain both before and during the 2011 uprising 

made violence more likely to occur. This was done by excluding Shi’a from holding high 

government positions, limiting their economic opportunities, restricting their freedom to practice 

their religion, and manipulating the demographics of the state (Al-Bandar Report, 2006; BICI, 

2011; Gengler, 2015; Shehabi and Jones, 2015). These were just some of many actions taken by 

the Bahraini monarchy to restrict and limit the political, economic, and social actions of the Shia 

population, which the government had long viewed with suspicion and mistrust. These actions 

created strong group affiliation amongst the opposing sides of the Uprising and largely followed 

the arguments that have been described in the horizontal inequalities literature. 



14200790  pg. 40 
 
 

Prior to the 2011 uprising in Bahrain, the presence of horizontal inequalities in the 

country created an atmosphere in the country that made violence more likely to occur. 

Throughout Bahrain’s modern history, the Sunni Al-Khalifa monarchy has used its power and 

influence to engrain a system of preferential treatment for the Sunni Arab population of Bahrain 

at the expense of the majority Shi’a population (Miller, 2016; pg. 204). Many times throughout 

the country’s history, this situation has erupted into protests and sometimes violence. This was 

certainly the case in 2011 where several instances of large-scale violence were witnessed over 

the period of several months beginning in February. These inequalities took many forms and 

were in place for several years preceding the Uprising. From restrictions to economic 

advancement, education, political representation, and citizenship, the Bahraini state placed 

several barriers to the opportunities of its Shi’a populace. When these discriminated and 

disaffected parts of the population took to the streets in 2011, the state and forces from the Gulf 

Cooperation Council implemented a forceful response which ended in violence with numerous 

casualties resulting.  

 

Unequal Access to Political Authority in Bahrain: 

The access to political power is a key element of horizontal inequality literature. As 

Cederman, Wimmer, and Min (2010) found, violence was more likely to erupt in situations 

where discriminated groups were barred from the levers of power within a state. They argue that 

this would either result in the discriminated group taking up arms rather than live under the 

thumb of an ethnic “other.” The same can be applied to the sectarian identities in Bahrain. The 

national identity of Bahrain has primarily been built around the identity of the Sunni Al-Khalifa 
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monarchy which conquered the island in 1783 at the expense of the majority Shi’a population. 

The Shi’a who make up about 60-70% of the population, many of whom are ethnically Arab 

Baharna or Persian Ajami (“Bahrain”, GROWup). They consider themselves, in terms of their 

culture and religious identity, to be different from the Sunni Arab population which refer to 

themselves as Bahrayni. During the invasion, many Shi’a living in the island were either killed 

or expelled to other parts of the island. Further displacements occurred during the 19th Century, 

often with help from neighboring Saudi tribes (Abdo, 2017; pg. 118). This was the first of many 

actions taken by the Al-Khalifa monarchy to suppress and dilute the influence of the Shi’a 

population.  

Throughout Bahrain’s early modern history, numerous instances of unrest and violence 

have occurred between these two groups. Notable examples of uprisings occurred periodically 

from the 1920’s through to the present. In the latter half of the 19th Century, the island was 

placed under British protection, but the British allowed the King to remain in place. However, 

this system of governance raised several issues. While a British Protectorate, the British tried to 

implement a series of reforms aimed at ending the persecution and killing of Shi’a citizens by 

Sunni landlords and other tribesmen that had been occurring throughout the country. However, 

the Sunni monarchy resisted these reforms and violent protests erupted in 1922-23 (Ibid, pg. 

118). On May 12, 1923, members of several Sunni tribes, with ties to the King, attacked the 

Shi’a villages of ‘Aali and Sitra, killing a number of people. By this point, “ethnosectarian 

political mobilization had taken centre stage, and it had turned violent, with different parties 

contesting the volatile and unclear parameters of sovereignty and power, each trying to mobilize 

to its advantage. Two poles were formed, around which the different groups mobilized mainly on 

ethnosectarian lines…one pole was pro-British and against the local ruler, the other was anti-
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British and sympathetic to the local ruler” (AlShehabi, 2019; pg. 184).  The Shi’a looked to the 

British for protection from the Sunni monarchy and to ensure that they enjoyed the same rights 

as the Sunnis. While the Sunnis were mostly opposed to the imposition of these reforms onto 

their country and were against the colonization of the island. “The first framed their position in 

terms of considerations of social reform and fairness, while the second displayed an anti-colonial 

drive” (Ibid, pg. 184). The Al-Khalifa monarchy throughout the early 20th Century took steps to 

develop and implement, “a ruling strategy designed to maintain social divisions, rooted in the 

pre-state tradition of tribal tributaries and Shi’i agents (Diwan, 2014; pg. 150). These traditions 

created a differential system between the state and local authorities. For the most part, this came 

at the expense of the more rural, Shi’a population. Tensions remained high between the Sunni 

and Shi’a populations, with significant protests occurring every ten years or so. One such 

example was in 1953, when clashes between Sunnis and Shi’a occurred, “during ‘Ashura (a day 

of mourning for the death of Husayn, grandson of Muhammad, in Karbala, Iraq, in 680 CE—and 

a historical memory that divides the Sunni and Shi’a sects of Islam)” (Matthiesen, 2017; pg. 

203). The police in the country took part and often encouraged the violence during this episode. 

According to one British political agent at the time, “the police were mostly Sunna, who 

‘naturally enough, felt the best way to restore order was to hit a Shiite’” (Jones, 2020; pg. 150). 

In response to the violence, leaders from both sects created The High Executive Committee 

(HEC) to act as a cross-sectarian political movement aimed at instituting democratic and 

nationalist reforms. However, this organization, “was particularly dangerous to the British and 

the Al-Khalifa because it incorporated various sections of society. In 1956, the leaders of the 

HEC were arrested and exiled, and many others were imprisoned at home” (Ibid, pg. 204). Since 

gaining its independence from British colonization in 1971, the monarchy has made significant 
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efforts to define Bahraini national identity around the Sunni population, while excluding the 

Shi’a population.  

The biggest flashpoint between these two groups was the 1979 revolution in nearby Iran. 

The reaction to this event has influenced the politics of Bahrain, and much of the Middle East 

region for that matter, for the decades since. The Shi’a in Bahrain make up an estimated 60-70% 

of the current population, some of whom (the Ajami) have ethnic ties to Persia (“Bahrain”, 

GROWup). Prior to the revolution in Iran, “Bahrain’s opposition was dominated by secular-

minded Bahrainis—both Shi’a and Sunni. But, after the revolution, Islamist movements began 

leading the opposition” (Abdo, 2017; pg. 119). With the Iranian Revolution bringing to power a 

Shi’a Islamist government on its doorstep, the Bahraini monarchy and its Sunni allies felt 

particularly threatened. They, along with many of their neighbors in the region, felt that their 

large Shi’a communities could, “act as potential fifth columns across the Arab Gulf (Miller, 

2016; pg. 66). Their fears were soon justified by an attempted coup in 1981 by the Iranian-

sponsored Islamic Front for the Liberation of Bahrain, which sought to install the Iraqi Ayatollah 

Hadi Al-Modarresi as the head of a Shi’a theocratic state akin to Iran (Byman, 2005; pg. 2). 

After suppressing the coup attempt, Bahrain and the other GCC states agreed to combat all “acts 

of sabotage” from Iran. This response led to further restrictions on the rights of the Shi’a 

community.  

These efforts were reflected in the discriminatory hiring practices of the state towards the 

Shi’a, especially in the military and security services. As Laurence Louer writes: 

“In Bahrain, from independence, the Army’s officer corps was mostly composed of 

members of the Al Khalifa family and of the main Sunni tribes. Historically, even 
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though Shias were recruited into the armed forces, they were confined to positions of 

non-commissioned officers and simple soldiers. However, even this limited 

participation has virtually disappeared when, in the 1980s, suppressing an opposition 

which overtly displays Shia identity became the security apparatus’s primary task” 

(Louer, 2013; pg. 248-249).   

All applicants to these positions are required to present a “certificate of good history and 

conduct” from the police which attests that the individual has not been arrested or detained for 

any reason. For the Shi’a of Bahrain, this was, “A difficult hurdle to overcome for one 

accustomed to near-daily street demonstrations for the past two decades, the requirement has the 

effect of discouraging if not precluding ordinary Shi’a applicants” (Gengler, 2015; pg. 58). In 

addition to barring Shi’a citizens from serving in these services, the government of Bahrain has 

also gone to great lengths to recruit Sunnis from abroad from places like Jordan, Syria, and 

Pakistan, to serve as police officers or in the security services (Louer, 2013; pg. 249).  

 The reason for this exclusion of Shi’a’s from the security services stems from suspicions 

of disloyalty among the Shi’a, whom they view as more loyal to Iran than to Bahrain. As ‘Adal 

al-Ma’awdah, the chairman of the Bahraini parliament’s Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defense, 

and National Security stated in an interview with the New York Times in 2009, “There are so 

many riots, burnings, killings, and not even one case is condemned by the Shiites. Burning a car 

with people inside is not condemned. How can we trust such people?” (Gengler, 2015; pg. 58). 

Hassan Fakhro, the Minister for Industry and Commerce, echoed this sentiment stating, “there is 

a lack of confidence between the ruled and the rulers. It is not unusual. There is a small 

percentage who do not have loyalty to the state. Sometimes, for good reasons, you have to be 
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careful who you employ” (Ibid, pg. 58). So, in this sense, there is significant discrimination 

toward the Shi’a population of Bahrain by the state in terms of what positions are available to 

them and how they are able to get them.  

 Another area in which horizontal inequalities appear is in the realm of political 

representation through gerrymandering and restrictions on certain political parties and activities. 

Shortly after gaining independence in 1971, Bahrain established a National Assembly under its 

new constitution. However, this was short-lived as Emir Isa bin Salman Al-Khalifa dissolved the 

parliament and suspended the constitution over disagreements about the State Security Law in 

1975 (Ibid, pg., 143). This allowed the Emir to rule by decree for the next 25 years until the 

constitution was restored and a new National Assembly established through the National Action 

Charter by his son and successor Emir Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa in 2001 (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 

42). Under this new National Action Charter, the Emir, who then changed his title to King, 

allowed for the creation of political parties and for new elections starting in 2002. However, 

from its outset, sectarianism has been a prevalent source of contestation in Bahrain’s politics and 

among its political parties. This contestation became exacerbated by the 2003 US invasion of 

Iraq. “MPs used parliamentary sessions to make increasingly strident expressions of solidarity 

with Iraq’s warring factions, which in turn triggered gestures of support by their sectarian 

counterparts and occasionally walkouts” (Ibid, pg. 58).  

 The two main blocs in Bahrain’s parliament were divided along sectarian lines. With the 

Sunnis, and by extension the regime, largely being represented by the National Islamic Platform 

Society (al-Minbar) and the Islamic Authenticity Society (al-Asala) (Ibid, pg. 59). On the other 

side, Bahrain’s Shi’a community has been represented by the National Islamic Accord (al-
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Wefaq) and the Islamic Action Movement (al-‘Amal) (Ibig, pg. 43). From its outset, Bahrain’s 

National Assembly had a troubled start. For one, the first elections in 2002 were boycotted by al-

Wefaq and other parties over the new constitution which afforded the King vast powers to 

circumvent oversight, issue direct legislation, and directly appoint members of the Consultative 

Council, the upper level of parliament. Although there were early efforts to regulate sectarianism 

in the parliament, things became even more polarized during the 2006 elections. 

 Further regional events have fueled sectarian tensions among the different political 

parties. The 2006 invasion of Lebanon by Israel was another such example. Expressions of 

support by al-Wefaq and other Shi’a parties for Hezbollah in Lebanon further reinforced in the 

minds of Sunnis that Shi’a groups in Bahrain were acting as an Iranian fifth column (Ibid, pg. 

70). For instance, in 2008, the president of the Bahrain Center for Human Rights, Nabil Rajab, 

went so far as to say that Bahrain’s Shi’a, “might turn to Iran if their demands were not met. 

‘There is no guarantee,’ he warned, ‘that future frustration will not force people to adopt 

extremist views and seek help from foreign powers not liked by Bahrain, such as Iran’” (Ibid, pg. 

70). In fact, a major driver of Sunni political participation is purely the fear that, “their non-

participation should allow a Shi’a takeover” and that “their participation, therefore, has not been 

on account of any real enthusiasm, but is essentially negative, out of the ‘need to counter 

probable harm’” (Gengler, 2015; pg. 81). 

 However, one of the biggest complaints among the opposition parties in 2006 was the 

issue of gerrymandering. Under a royal decree, the country was divided, “into twelve 

municipalities with five governates, producing forty gerrymandered electoral districts” (Gengler, 

2015; pg. 44). Gerrymandering refers to the political process under which the boundaries of 
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electoral districts are manipulated to favor some parties over others. In Bahrain, this was done by 

giving more influence to Sunni regions at the expense of Shi’a ones. For instance, “in the Sunni-

dominated Southern Governate, six members of parliament would represent some 16,000 voters, 

while a single district in the Shi’I suburb of Jidd Hafs alone exceeded that number. Indeed, the 

entire Northern Governate, a Shi’a-populated region then home to 79,000 registered voters, was 

allotted a mere nine seats in parliament” (Ibid, pg. 44). This meant that Sunni parties could get a 

seat in the National Assembly with fewer voters than a Shi’a party in another district, purely on 

the basis of it being located in a predominantly Sunni area. In addition to this gerrymandering, 

there were other irregularities such as “floating” voting stations and the granting of citizenship to 

newly naturalized Sunnis (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 67). In spite of this, the electoral results were 

relatively evenly split between Sunni and Shi’a parties.  

  This issue of gerrymandering is further entrenched by the self-segregation of certain 

communities. In his survey, Justin Gengler found that, “of 187 total block numbers visited… 

only 30, or 25 percent were not exclusive either to Sunnis or Shi’a” (Gengler, 2015; pg. 103). Of 

these segregated blocks, the majority of Shi’a blocks were concentrated in a couple of districts 

such as Sitra and along al-Budayyi’ Road (Ibid, pg. 103). Furthermore, efforts by the state to 

reclaim land from the sea for development and gentrification have pushed many Shi’a from their 

homes by the sea into some of these sectarian enclaves (Matthiesen, 2017; pg. 206-207). With 

the Shi’a concentrated in these particular regions, it has become easier for the security services to 

target them. 
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Restrictions on Economic Opportunities: 

 In addition to political horizontal inequalities, economic horizontal inequalities have also 

been argued to contribute to the development of violence. It has been argued by people like Ted 

Gurr (1970) and others that the greater the discrepancies between economic opportunity for 

different groups, the greater the feelings of injustice and frustration are among the deprived 

groups which leads them to take up arms to rectify the situation. There were several distinct 

inequalities between the economic opportunities available to the Sunni and Shi’a respectively. 

This disparity has developed over a long history spanning several centuries, but has particularly 

been entrenched in the recent economic history of the country as it moved from British rule to 

independence and its flourishment as an oil state.  Prior to British control, Bahrain was 

predominantly a rural state. Their primary sources of revenue were from pearl diving and palm 

cultivation. When the Al-Khalifa took over, “the local population, most of whom were Arab 

Shi’a (called Baharna), became tenant farmers and were subject to an array of discriminatory 

taxes that drove them into destitution” (Matthiesen, 2017; pg. 203). However, it wasn’t until oil 

was discovered in the country, that rapid modernization and development occurred. As a result of 

this, the economic inequalities between Sunnis and Shi’as also grew more prominent. As 

mentioned before, in 1953, there were a series of clashes between Sunnis and Shi’a over equal 

representation in the Municipal Council of Manama.  

“Sunnis objected to equal nominations on the ground that they were the most 

important commercial and financial element in the town and, indeed, in the country.” 

As a result, the Shi’a council members resigned, and what ensued was a series of 

clashes and fights between Sunni Arabs and tribal members on the one hand, and 
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Shi’a Arabs or ‘Baharna’ on the other that left many wounded and a few dead…the 

dispute helped, “bring to light certain grievances which the Shi’as claimed that they 

were suffering. They had complaints about market conditions, relations between 

Sunni landlords and Shi’a tenants, and there was criticism of the Courts in which all 

the magistrates, except the Shi’a Sharia Kadis, were Sunnis – members of the Ruling 

Family” (al-Hasan, 2012).  

In the years preceding the uprising, income inequality continued to skyrocket with the poorest 

Bahrainis (mostly Shi’a) having their share of total income drop and having “the share of 

Bahrainis employed in the private sector almost halved, falling from 29 percent to 15 percent” 

(Diwan, 2014; pg. 161). 

This discrimination between Sunnis and Shi’a was most prevalent in the case of state 

employment. In the years leading up to the Uprising, Justin Gengler, in his mass political survey 

of Bahrain, found that, of those he interviewed, over half of Sunnis reported being state 

employees. This is compared to just 38 percent for Shi’a respondents (Gengler, 2015; pg. 109). 

Of those positions, the majority of Sunnis held more professional positions such as managers, 

supervisors, and other office workers. While the Shi’a tended to hold lower-level positions such 

as unskilled laborers, foreman, and other more blue-collar jobs. These jobs were often in 

departments that had little influence on state power (Ibid, pg. 113). Further, what he found was 

that although the probabilities of being employed were roughly the same among the two sects 

based on education levels, the Sunni respondents were more likely to have a public sector 

position with fewer qualifications than their Shi’a counterparts (Ibid, pg. 112). This allowed the 
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Sunni population to hold an outsized role in policy making as well as easier pathways for 

advancement through which they could make a living.  

 

Education and National History: 

 The issue of education and national history are important to both economic and cultural 

horizontal inequalities. On the one hand, the lack of educational opportunities available to certain 

groups can influence their job prospects and hinder their advancement. On the other, the idea of 

national history and what history people are being taught can fuel the process of “othering” and 

the conceptions of who rightly belongs to the nation and who doesn’t. Beyond the field of state 

employment, there has also been significant horizontal inequalities in terms of education and 

national history in Bahrain. How Bahrainis view their history and what they are taught are very 

much divided along sectarian lines. Efforts have been made by the government to remove 

mentions of Bahrain’s pre-conquest history in which Shi’a predominated from museums, books, 

and schools and has focused on a curriculum that glorifies its Sunni history.  For instance, 

particular reverence is placed on the legacy of the conquest of Bahrain by the Al-Khalifa tribe 

from the Persian Safavid Empire in 1783. Ahmad bin Muhammad Al-Khalifa, the leader of the 

Al-Khalifa at the time, is referred to as al-fatih or “conqueror.” This term also contains sectarian 

connotations in that it can also be translated as “opener,” implying, “not simply that the island 

was conquered militarily by Ahmad Al-Khalifa and his Sunni tribal allies, but that it was 

“opened” for Islam—that is, for the true Islam (i.e. Sunni Islam)” (Gengler, 2015: pg. 39). Books 

detailing pre-Al-Khalifa history have been banned by the government. Even the Bahraini 

National Museum has focused solely on Bahrain’s Sunni history. For instance, “its sprawling 
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dioramas depicting pre-oil industry, gives a prominent place to the Sunni-dominated activity of 

pearl fishing while neglecting the quintessentially Shi’i agricultural sector” (Ibid, pg. 42). This 

process of promoting a Sunni-centered national history has even extended into the schools.  

As was mentioned earlier, several books have been banned which do not comport with 

the Bahraini government’s conception of national identity. Similarly, in religious schools across 

the country, regardless of whether they are Sunni or Shia, only the Sunni form of religious 

jurisprudence is taught. Shia students are, “raised by the Bahraini education system to believe in 

traditions and practices often times outside of the traditional Shia faith…Some educational 

materials directly denounce Shia followers as infidels; others are less obvious, instead stating 

that many Shia beliefs are themselves blasphemous” (ADHRB, 2015: pg. 27). These measures 

heighten the sense of exclusion that many Shias feel toward the state. In the Sunni students, it 

reinforces the conception of the nation-state as something available only to the Sunnis. In 

addition to this, the US Department of State’s International Religious Freedom Report for 

Bahrain in 2009 stated that: 

 “Shi’a were underrepresented in the Ministry of Education in both the leadership and 

in the ranks of head teachers. At the secondary school level, out of more than a dozen 

Islamic studies head teachers, only two were Shi’a. Although there were many 

Islamic studies teachers who were Shi’a, school authorities discouraged them from 

introducing content about Shi’a traditions and practices and instructed them to follow 

the curriculum” (Abdo, 2017; pg. 138).  

These actions by the Bahraini government have created a national identity based on the inclusion 

of the Sunni minority and the exclusion of the Shia majority. In Bahraini television programs, the 
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characters, “speak a distinct Sunni Arab dialect and ignore almost entirely the vernaculars of 

both the Baharna and the ‘Ajam” (Gengler, 2015; pg. 42). 

The discrimination has forced many Shias to conclude that there is no place for them in 

the current state. Over the years, they have sought to cultivate their own national identity. They 

have promoted the common sense of discrimination by the Sunnis with a promotion of their own 

Shi’a identity. They highlight the pre-Al-Khalifa history of Bahrain and tell stories of the, “glory 

days of Bahrain, of the time it was ruled by enlightened Shia jurisprudents for the sake of its Shia 

inhabitants and unspoiled by unjust alien intrusion” (Gengler, 2015: pg. 40). They point to a 

period in which:  

“the Shi’as of Eastern Arabia were united in one single country called the Baharna 

and had embraced Shiism since the beginning of Islam. Bahrain was a wealthy 

country blessed by several natural resources… People were living a simple but fully 

satisfactory peasant life in accordance with the prescriptions of the Imams. It was a 

time of social harmony and order. Everything changed when the Sunni tribes…took 

over the region, appropriated the natural resources for their own use and imposed 

their brutal and autocratic manners on the native population” (Ibid, pg. 40).  

This longing for a golden age of the Shi’a has led to the identification of the Shi’a 

populations as culturally distinct from the Sunni Arab populations, who they view as outside 

usurpers. However, these identities have remained relatively weak thanks to the efforts of the 

regime to dilute the Shias both politically and physically through gerrymandering, discriminatory 

practices in the granting of citizenship and other tactics aimed at limiting their influence. 
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Citizenship and the Al-Bandar Report: 

 As Matthew Gibney (2008) argued, citizenship is an important component to national 

identity and how the state defines itself. He wrote that, “Citizenship is inherently exclusive. To 

define a state’s citizenry is simultaneously to define who is not a citizen” (Gibney, 2008: pg. 27). 

Because of its importance to the identity of the state, its discriminatory use can have an 

important impact on certain groups by denying them access to important goods and services, 

thereby heightening inequalities between groups. One of the biggest points of contention in the 

lead up to the 2011 Uprising in Bahrain was over the issue of citizenship and naturalization. As 

mentioned before, in the 2006 election, accusations were made against several Sunni parties and 

the state arguing that they were deliberately manipulating the demographics of the country and 

by extension voting districts through accelerated naturalization of imported Sunnis from places 

like Jordan, Pakistan, and other Sunni majority states. Citizenship is granted discriminatorily to 

primarily Sunnis and it has been made increasingly difficult for Shi’as to gain citizenship, but 

even easier to lose it.  

 The concept of citizenship is very complicated in the case of Bahrain. While over 

800,000 people live in Bahrain, only about 500,000 are actually citizens (“Bahrain”, GROWup). 

The methods in which the Bahraini state grants citizenship has been criticized for discrimination 

against the Shia population. The constitution of Bahrain and the Citizenship Act of 1963 describe 

the criteria for granting citizenship. It states that the means to become a citizen are through either 

birth, descent, or naturalization (GLMM). While the first two are relatively uncontroversial, 

several conditions are placed on the naturalization process such as residency requirements being 

much longer for non-Arabs (read: Shi’a Persians). Often times, these residency requirements are 
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ignored in the case of Sunnis. In one particular case, the Bahraini government granted citizenship 

to 20,000 members of the Sunni al-Dawasir tribe before a pivotal election, even though they live 

in Saudi Arabia and few had ever been to Bahrain. The government has also granted citizenship 

to between 8,000-10,000 Sunnis from Jordan, Syria, Pakistan, and Yemen to work in the security 

forces (Gengler, 2015: pg. 45). This was in an effort to dilute the position of the Shi’a and to 

manipulate the demographics of the country in favor of the Sunnis. This process has been 

referred to colloquially as, al-tajnis (naturalization). 

 Claims that the Shi’a hold a majority of the population demographics are constantly 

disputed by several actors. As mentioned previously, it is estimated that the Shi’a make up about 

60-70% of the population (“Bahrain”, GROWup). In spite of this, people like Shaikh Jasim al-

Sa’idi, an independent parliamentarian, has argued that the “true” historical populations of Sunni 

and Shi’a in the country, “demonstrated to what extent the Shi’a are wrong in asserting that they 

have always been a majority; and that it was they, not the Sunnis, who have achieved numerical 

superiority as a result of naturalization. (Incidentally, Sh. Al-Sa’idi is known by many Shi’a 

detractors as ‘shaykh al-mujannasin,’ ‘shaikh of the naturalized” (Gengler, 2015; pg. 49-50). 

For the Shi’as, their applications for citizenship are often tied up in the bureaucracy for 

years or rejected, even though many of them have lived nowhere else than Bahrain. This makes it 

difficult for many Shi’as to buy homes, work, or vote in elections. As stated before, Shi’a are 

excluded from many higher offices in the state apparatus and outright barred from serving in the 

police and security services. In fact, the government has often relied on mercenaries to help 

suppress protests. It has been argued that this has allowed the security forces to take a more 

violent approach since the mercenaries will be more loyal to their patrons and more willing to 
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shoot those who are not their own countrymen (Louer, 2013, pg. 251). Through this process and 

discriminatory hiring by the state apparatus, the Shi’a population have become marginalized and 

excluded from the centers of power in the state. In response to the 2011 Uprisings, the 

government has started to use citizenship as a tactic by revoking the citizenship of those accused 

of participating in the protests, labelling them as “terrorists” or “foreign agents” and essentially 

turning them into stateless persons who cannot leave the country.  These measures clearly show 

how the Bahraini state is defining citizenship around its Sunni identity, by giving them 

preferential treatment in politics, naturalization, and job opportunities, while at the same time 

making efforts to exclude the Shi’a population from this conception of the nation. 

No more was this more clearly seen than in the report by Salah al-Bandar, an advisor to 

the Bahraini Cabinet Affairs Ministry (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 63).  Released in September 2006, just 

a month before countrywide elections, the report, titled “A Proposal to Promote the General 

Situation of the Sunni Sect in Bahrain,” detailed an alleged plot by the royal family of Bahrain 

to, “exploit the island’s sectarian fissures and marginalize the Shi’a in advance of the 

parliamentary elections” (Ibid, pg. 63). Among the many allegations, there was a coordinated 

effort, under the supervision of Ahmed bin Atiyatallah Al-Khalifa to orchestrate, “the payment 

of more than $6 million for operatives to establish a secret spying cell on the Shi’a, the creation 

of official nongovernment organizations, the sponsorship of a proselytization campaign of 

converting Shi’a to Sunnism, and the creation of Internet forums and text messages intended to 

spread sectarian strife” (Ibid, pg. 63). One such cell was headed by Adel Bu Saiba, who is 

closely tied with the Al-Isalah Islamic Society and its political wing the Sunni al-Minbar party,  

to, “coordinate protest ads in newspapers and streets, mosque sermons, a Sunni-zation and Shi’a 

community penetration project” (al-Bandar Report, 2006; pg. 21). This report also confirmed the 
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efforts by the government to recruit foreign Sunnis from places like Jordan, Pakistan, Yemen, 

Syria, and Saudi Arabia into the security services and to naturalize them as citizens (Wehrey, 

2014; pg. 64). The overall goals of the project were to entrench Sunni control over the political 

system of Bahrain and Bahraini society more generally and to protect Bahrain from “external 

interference” from Shi’a regional powers (i.e. Iran and Iraq) (Gengler, 2015; pg. 46). The report 

concludes that: 

“the marginalization of Sunnis and the lessening of their role in Bahrain is part of a 

larger regional problem…[T]here is a dangerous challenge facing Bahraini society 

in the increased role of the Shi’a [and] the retreat of the role of the Sunna in the 

Bahraini political system; namely, the problem concerns the country’s [Bahrain’s] 

national security, and the likelihood of political regime change in the long term by 

means of the present relationships between Bahrain’s Shi’a and all the Shi’a in Iran, 

Iraq, Saudi Arabia’s eastern region, and Kuwait” (Ibid, pg. 46).  

In spite of the explosive allegations in the report, Ahmed bin Atiyatallah Al-Khalifa still retained 

his position as Cabinet Affairs Minister and the state placed a gag order on any reporting on the 

report and the issues raised in it.  

In the years leading up to the 2011 Bahrain Uprising, there had been an undercurrent of 

discontent among the Shi’a community that has, at times, resulted in violence due to extensive 

horizontal inequalities between them and the Sunni population and monarchy. Since its takeover 

of the island in 1783, the Al-Khalifa has implemented a social order over the state that has 

ingrained Sunni control over the functioning of the state at the expense of the Shi’a population. 

This control has taken several forms. In the realm of politics, Shi’a political parties have been 
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relegated to opposition parties, have had their districts gerrymandered to prevent them from 

gaining too much influence, and have been barred from occupying positions of power within the 

state. Those who are able to obtain seats in parliament are viewed with suspicion by their Sunni 

colleagues who view them as possible agents of Iran. In the economic sector, the Shi’a have 

faced discrimination in hiring and have suffered from the growing income inequality within the 

state over the last couple of decades. They have been relegated to more menial jobs and passed 

over for advancement by less qualified Sunnis. Their history and contributions to the state have 

been written out of history books and the educational system, with only the Sunni version of 

events being all that is accessible in schools and on television. Beyond that, their demographic 

majority is being whittled away thanks to deliberate naturalization efforts by the state to increase 

the number of Sunnis citizens by importing them from across the region and streamlining their 

citizenship process. All of these factors were present and well known to Shi’as in the country in 

2011. Unfortunately, the attempt to rectify these inequalities during the 2011 Bahrain Uprising 

only resulted in a violent retrenchment of the status quo and a step backwards for the Shi’a who 

formed the majority of protestors. But, the way in which the Uprising was characterized by the 

actors involved stemmed from issues relating to these preexisting inequalities and helped to drive 

the motivation and mobilization of protestors, the government response, and the violence that 

resulted. 
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Analysis of the Role of Sectarian Actors in the Development of Violence: 

 So, what role did these existing horizontal inequalities play in the development of 

violence during the uprising in 2011? This chapter will attempt to answer this question by 

analyzing the statements and actions of a number of sectarian actors both on the side of the 

protestors and the government to see how horizontal inequalities were reflected in their rhetoric 

and how this contributed to the various instances of violence that was witnessed. Particularly 

prominent throughout the statements and quotes were references to issues relating to the unequal 

access to political power between the Sunni and Shi’a populations, citizenship and manipulation 

of the demographics of the country by the state, and sectarian “othering” by both sides. These 

represent largely political and social horizontal inequalities. Referring back to the literature on 

these inequalities, it was found that violence was more likely to erupt in situations in which there 

was large-scale exclusion of representatives of an identity group relative to another (Cederman, 

Wimmer, and Min, 2010: pg. 88). Matthew Gibney (2008) argued that the idea of citizenship has 

an important role in the development of ethnic violence due to its importance to the conception 

and identity of the state. Any attempt by a particular group to change that conception, runs the 

risk of excluding others and changing the whole complexion of the country. Lastly, as Frances 

Stewart (2002) and others have argued, there is an interest in the ruling, dominant ethnic groups 

to preserve their privileged status and violently resist attempts to change the status quo. “These 

groups are motivated either by the fear that their privilege is about to be taken away, or by a 

more aggressive desire to dominate other groups” (Hillesund et. al, 2018; pg. 465). While 

religious identity is sometimes treated as distinct from ethnic identity, the mechanism and effects 

remain largely similar. 
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Numerous sectarian players utilized the narrative of divisions in religious identity and 

inequalities to mobilize and goad their supporters into sometimes violent actions. These actors 

included many prominent figures within the country such as leaders of various political parties, 

government representatives, and members of the royal family. However, the nature of the 2011 

Arab Uprisings brought forth several new players who also used their various, often innovative, 

platforms to call for action. Eventually, these actors found themselves in violent conflict with 

each other in 2011. How they responded to these instances of violence and their motivations and 

justifications for the actions they took influenced the way in which the uprising developed and 

had a significant impact on its outcome. This chapter will analyze these players, their actions, 

and how they justified those actions through the lens of horizontal inequalities.  

 

Sectarian Actors in Bahrain 

 The 2011 Uprising in Bahrain centered around a number of actors that had been active in 

the politics and society of that country. It also introduced several new, predominantly younger 

actors as well who used the 2011 Uprising to call attention to their grievances and experiences. 

These actors came from a variety of backgrounds. Some were leaders and figures in well-

established political parties, others were heads of government ministries, or members of the royal 

family themselves. Each had a part to play in the development of the 2011 Bahraini Uprising and 

the violence that erupted as part of it. 
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Shi’a Political Actors  

Making up roughly 70% of the total population of Bahrain, the Shi’a population has long 

found itself on the outside looking in terms of its influence on the governing of the state 

(“Bahrain”, GROWup). Their interests have for the most part been represented by two main 

political “societies” in the National Assembly: the National Islamic Accord, or al-Wefaq, and the 

Islamic Action Movement, or al-‘Amal (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 43). Both were formed in the 

political opening of the country to the formation of political parties in 2001. Al-Wefaq is the 

largest of the Shi’a opposition parties in Bahrain, having won the majority of seats in the Council 

of Representatives in both the 2006 and 2010 elections after boycotting the first elections in 2002 

(Ibid, pg. 74). The party is led by the Shi’a cleric ‘Ali Salman who had previously been arrested 

and exiled in 1994 by the government for his part in organizing several demonstrations against 

the monarchy (Ibid, pg. 44). Al-Wefaq’s formation stemmed from the exiled leadership of the 

Islamic Enlightenment Society, which itself was derived from the Iraqi al-Da’wa movement. The 

party also receives spiritual guidance from the Islamic Scholars Council headed by Bahrain’s 

senior Shi’a cleric Isa Qassim, who himself studied under Mohammed Baqir al-Sadr, the founder 

of the al-Da’wa party in Iraq (Ibid, pg. 43-44). Al-Wefaq has largely taken a moderate position 

in terms of its politics, especially since its decision to participate in elections in 2006. 

This has caused some to accuse the party leadership of selling out and becoming a 

“compromised society.” This action led several members including one of the founding 

members, Hassan Mushaima, to break away and form a new society, the Haq movement. The 

Haq movement has opposed participation in parliamentary elections and instead has taken a 

more forceful approach toward the government, arguing for an abolition of the 2002 constitution 
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and the removal of Prime Minister Khalifa bin Salman al-Khalifa, while also using more 

provocative, civil disobedience tactics to elicit a response from the government and to rally its 

supporters at al-Wefaq’s expense (Ibid, pg. 49-50). 

 The other main Shi’a political society is al-‘Amal. Al-‘Amal, like al-Wefaq, had 

boycotted the 2002 elections, but later changed course and allied itself with al-Wefaq for a 

period. The party is an outgrowth of the Islamic Front for the Liberation of Bahrain which had 

orchestrated a coup attempt in 1981 to install its spiritual leader Ayatollah Hadi al-Modarresi to 

power (Byman, 2005; pg. 2). However, the group renounced much of its radical ideology during 

the 1990’s and has instead pushed for more peaceful political reforms. This change in attitude 

was highlighted by an al-‘Amal leader when he said, “We are working within the system because 

if you have a system, you can make corrections” (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 45). But, in spite of their 

cooperation with al-Wefaq, there have been several disagreements and points of contention 

between the two societies. The leader of al-‘Amal, Sheikh Mohammad Ali Mahfoodh, has 

accused al-Wefaq of marginalizing them because of their religious affiliations and their refusal to 

endorse or support a number of their candidates for election (Gulf News, 2006). This gulf 

between them grew further based on their reactions to the 2011 Uprising. 

 

Grassroots Protest Leaders 

 The spark behind the 2011 Uprising in Bahrain grew largely from outside of the 

traditional political establishment by several grassroots organizations and individuals who 

populated different internet forums and pages, taking a cue from other uprisings in the region. 

Nonetheless, these actors reflected much of the grievances of the larger Shi’a population and 
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their rhetoric reflected many of the horizontal inequalities that they faced. Even before the 

uprising in Egypt, a number of activists were already anonymously calling for protests on sites 

like Bahrain Online, a popular online political forum. One person, calling themselves “Sahib al-

Ahbar” wrote, “let us choose a day to start the popular revolution in Bahrain, for there is no 

dignity without blood, and blood is victorious over the sword (Shehabi and Jones, 2015; pg. 1). 

Like other uprisings that were spreading throughout the region, social media sites like this, 

Facebook, and Twitter were being utilized by predominantly young pro-democracy activists. 

They began to coalesce into a group called the 14 February Movement named for the date of the 

“Day of Rage” that they were organizing (Khalaf, 2015; pg. xiii). This network of youth activists 

also drew in a number of notable opposition figures within Bahrain, which helped to add 

legitimacy and expertise to their efforts at mobilizing the protests. This included Hassan 

Mushaima from the Haq movement, who was operating in exile, and Abdulwahab Hussain, 

another former member of al-Wefaq who first joined Mushaima in forming the Haq movement 

before establishing his own movement, al-Wafa. They used the experiences of these veterans of 

protests and uprisings in Bahrain to help formulate their plan of action. As the protests kicked 

off, the 14 February Movement and several other newly formed organizations reorganized 

themselves under the umbrella of the February 14 Youth Coalition (Matthiesen, 2013; pg. 47). 

This group was made up of activists from both the Sunni and Shi’a sects as well as secular, 

human rights, and pro-democracy groups. Ultimately though, the Coalition was largely an 

amorphous network with no centralized leadership. 
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The Al-Khalifa Monarchy and the Government of Bahrain 

 The Sunni Al-Khalifa monarchy has ruled over the island nation of Bahrain since 1783 

when they wrested control of the island from Iran. This monarchy is headed by King Hamad bin 

Isa Al-Khalifa who has reigned over Bahrain since 1999 (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 42). The Al-Khalifa 

royal family play a huge role in the politics of Bahrain, with many family members holding the 

top offices in a number of government departments. They were viewed, at least in the eyes of the 

protestors, as the primary conduits through which the horizontal inequalities the Shi’a faced were 

implemented. The policies and political structure that they put in place had enormous influence 

on the social and political state of affairs, one characterized by significant horizontal inequalities, 

that ultimately led to the uprising taking place. Although much of the ire of the protestors was 

directed toward the Al-Khalifa monarchy as a whole, within the system, several rivalries and 

factions emerged and existed within and among the royal family. King Hamad’s son, Crown 

Prince Salman bin Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, is the heir to the Bahraini throne. However, he, 

“lacked the credible base for power his father had established through his control of the Bahrain 

Defence Forces” (Diwan, 2014; pg. 145-146). This has left him in a somewhat marginalized 

position within the family’s power structure. Among those vying for influence within the family 

is the faction known as the Khawalid. This group includes the royal court minister Khalid bin 

Ahmad Al-Khalifa, the commander of the Bahrain Defense Forces Khalifa bin Ahmad Al-

Khalifa, and the justice minister Khalid bin Ali Al-Khalifa (Matthiesen, 2017; pg. 209). They 

were in command of much of the military and security services that responded to the uprising 

and, along with prime minister Khalifa bin Salman Al-Khalifa, formed a hardline faction of the 

monarchy. Together, they were instrumental in pushing for a violent crackdown of the protests.  
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Other Sunni Political Actors 

 Although much of the real power within the state resides with the King and the royal 

family, a number of Sunni political parties have been instrumental in ensuring popular support 

from the Sunni community for the monarchy throughout the uprising. These groups have played 

a major role in the development of sectarian tensions and inequalities between Sunni and Shi’a in 

the country. While, for the most part, they have acted as a rubber stamp for many of the policies 

of the monarchy, the Sunni parties also play a role as a means through which Sunnis on the 

ground are able to mobilize and present a unified Sunni front against the predominantly Shi’a 

protestors. They represented themselves as looking out for the interests of the broader Sunni 

population, who had much to lose if the Shi’a succeeded in overthrowing the state. The 

government of Bahrain relied on these parties to combat the narrative of the protestors and, for a 

good many of them, they were instrumental in framing the uprising as an Iranian-inspired Shi’a 

uprising. The two main Sunni parties are the National Islamic Platform Society (al-Minbar) and 

the Islamic Authenticity Society (al-Asala) (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 59). Al-Minbar derives much of 

its ideology from its links to the al-Islah society in Kuwait and the Muslim Brotherhood in 

Egypt. It was founded and headed by a member of the royal family, Sheikh Isa bin Mohammed 

Al Khalifa, who had served as labor and social affairs minister and is an uncle of the King (Ibid, 

pg. 59). Because of this, they have adhered closely to the monarchy in terms of their platform 

and politics.  

 Al-Asala, on the other hand, is the main Salafi political society within Bahrain. Their 

base is drawn primarily from lower-class Sunnis in the Muharraq and Riffa regions of the 

country and, “adopt a more doctrinaire interpretation of Islam that is reflected in dress, social 
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mores, and political practice” (Ibid, pg. 61). They have tended to be more critical of the 

monarchy on certain issues than Al-Minbar have been, but still for the most part support the 

monarchy, “in order to counter the Shi’a” (Ibid, pg. 61). The fear of growing Shi’a influence in 

the years leading up to the 2011 uprising led to several purges of many key figures within the 

party who were viewed as too conciliatory. This included Salah al-Jawdar who was on the 

party’s board of governors and ‘Adil al-Ma’awada who served as secretary-general of the party 

until 2005 (Ibid, pg. 61). This clearing out allowed more hardline voices to emerge like the MP 

Jasim al-Saidi, who single-handedly triggered a walkout by al-Wefaq from the government-

sponsored national dialogue in the summer of 2011 aimed at addressing the uprising, by referring 

to the Shi’a as Rawafidh (rejectionists) (Ibid, pg. 89). 

 During the uprising itself, another Sunni movement emerged. Calling itself the National 

Unity Gathering (NUG), the NUG operated as an umbrella group of the main Sunni opposition 

groups. The group was headed by the Sunni cleric ‘Abd al-Latif al-Mahmud (Ibid, pg. 79). This 

organization played an interesting role within the uprising as it allowed disaffected Sunnis who 

were initially sympathetic to the protests to have their own organization. They were more critical 

of the state for its actions during the uprising, not hesitating to condemn acts of violence by the 

security services. However, as the uprising continued to drag on over several weeks and months, 

the NUG began to shift its rhetoric into more sectarian-based language and criticized the Shi’a 

community for their excessive demands which they felt would lead the country to ruin. The party 

filled the role of a “loyal opposition” which sought to address some of the many frustrations and 

grievances that instigated the uprising, but stopped short of the other side’s calls for the downfall 

of the current regime. In this sense, they have tried to engage in dialogue with members of al-

Wefaq and share many of their positions but have also accused them of escalating violence and 
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pursuing a sectarian agenda (Ibid, pg. 80-81). Later they would be joined by al-Minbar and al-

Asala as a way of uniting a Sunni counterpoint to the protests. They have been accused by some 

protestors of being just another extension of the state apparatus. It’s been alleged that their 

formation was an attempt by the state to undercut the protests by drawing away sympathetic 

Sunnis into a moderate opposition to contrast with the Shi’a protestors, allowing the state to 

portray the protests as solely a Shi’a uprising (Ibid, pg. 80).  

 Also of note, Bahrain’s relations and, in some instances, dependence on its neighbors, the 

other Sunni nations of the Gulf also played an important role in the way the violence in 2011 

developed. Saudi Arabia has always loomed large in Bahraini politics. The Al-Khalifa monarchy 

itself originated from what is now Saudi Arabia. The only land connection for the island nation is 

the King Fahd Causeway between Bahrain and Saudi Arabia which was created to facilitate 

greater ties between the two states. In recent decades, Saudi Arabia has taken a leading role in 

the region in trying to curb Iranian influence. They, like the Al-Khalifa monarchy, have been 

wary of their Shi’a population and view any attempts by them at seeking greater political power 

and freedoms as a ploy to allow Iran to further infiltrate the region and erode their control.  Like 

Bahrain, Saudi Arabia has dealt with its own issues of unrest amongst its Shi’a population, 

including in 2011 (Ibid, pg. 141). This unrest occurred primarily in the Eastern Province, which 

is nearest to Bahrain and also holds significant oil reserves which the country’s economy largely 

depends. So, it is with keen interest that Saudi Arabia has watched and, in some instances, 

become involved in Bahraini affairs out of fear that it may spread to its own shores. 

 

 



14200790  pg. 67 
 
 

Timeline of Violence During the 2011 Bahraini Uprising 

 Over the course of the 2011 Uprising in Bahrain, numerous instances of violence 

occurred between the state security services and the protestors. The uprising began in earnest on 

February 14th, 2011, starting around 5:30am that morning, the protests continued throughout the 

day in various cities and villages. This date was chosen because it was, according to one activist 

on the online political forum Bahrain Online, “the day that promises were broken and the 

constitution was overturned” (Shehabi and Jones, 2015; pg. 1). This refers to February 14th, 2011 

being the tenth anniversary of the National Action Charter which granted substantial powers to 

the King and severely limited the authority of the legislature (Ibid, pg. 2). In the days that 

followed, the administrators of the forum issued a statement calling for a “Day of Rage” on 

February 14th, encouraging people to participate in order to demand a new constitution. Their 

statement reads as thus: 

“We have been suffering the ills of unmitigated corruption and brutal oppression for 

far too long, established under an irresponsible and unaccountable regime. The 

grievances may diverge but the cause is one. The regime has grown accustomed to 

creating crisis after crisis under the constructed banner of sectarianism, escaping 

accountability and suppressing the legitimate rights of the people. The plunder of the 

nation’s wealth has reached unprecedented proportions, including the expropriation of 

public land and sea. They have used foreign security forces to humiliate and attack 

citizens, and endemic corruption has seeped throughout the state’s institutions. Our 

thoughts and voices have been controlled through censorship and press control, while 
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political naturalization to change the population of the country has reached 

unprecedented levels. Anger and frustration is boiling amongst us all.” (Ibid, pg. 3).  

On February 14th, 2011, anticipating massive protests, the Bahraini police blocked off 

access to the Pearl Roundabout and was out in force to control the protests (Ulrichsen, 2014; pg. 

336). Over 80 police four-wheeled drive vehicles were set up in the parking lot of the nearby 

Dana Mall (Mitchell, 2015; pg. 70). As the protests grew, a number of these vehicles were 

dispersed to cover different locations. As more and more people streamed into varying locations, 

it became harder for the police to keep control of the situation. Things became more 

confrontational and eventually clashes occurred:  

“These included a gathering of around 150 people in Al Diraz, which clashed with 

police leading to the hospitalisation of three demonstrators. Similarly, one 

demonstrator was wounded when police blocked a rally of around 200 demonstrators 

in Sanabis…Later in the afternoon, more demonstrations were reported in numerous 

areas of Bahrain, some of which witnessed limited incidents of violence.  For 

example, at 16:00 police dispersed a demonstration of around 400 demonstrators in 

Nabi Saleh after garbage dumpsters were set on fire.  Similarly, when police units 

blocked a protest of around 1,000 people in Sitra, demonstrators started throwing 

rocks and other objects at police vehicles and personnel” (BICI, 2011; pg. 68-69). 

For the most part, the police were able to deal with these protests, which were relatively small 

and localized, and disperse them, using tear gas, rubber bullets, and shotguns resulting in several 

injuries, but no fatalities reported (BICI, 2011; pg. 68).  
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Overall, the violence during the initial protests was quite limited until that evening when, 

at 8pm, the first fatality occurred. During a protest in Daih, Ali Abdulhadi Mushaima, a 21-year-

old protestor, was shot and killed. “Accounts of the circumstances leading to the death of Mr 

Almeshaima varied. According to investigations undertaken by the MoI, Mr Almeshaima was 

participating in an unauthorised demonstration of around 800 people, which attacked a police 

patrol of eight police officers, using rocks and metal rods.  When the demonstrators came within 

a few metres of the police unit, which had exhausted its supply of tear gas and rubber bullets, 

police resorted to firing one shotgun round and struck Mr Almeshaima in the back” (Ibid, pg. 

69). A forensic examination of his body showed that he had been shot from a distance of less 

than five meters and that when he was shot, the police had already dispersed all of the protests in 

the area. An eyewitness account reported that Mushaima, “was seen walking with security 

officers who were pointing their guns at him. He turned around to leave and was shot in the back. 

He ran home, collapsing several times before he arrived. He died on the way to the hospital” 

(Ibid, pg. 229). According to the BICI, “The death of Mr Almeshaima [was] attributed to the use 

of excessive force by police officers. At the time of the shooting, there were no reports of any 

disturbances in the Daih area. Furthermore, the fact that Mr Almeshaima was shot in the back at 

close range indicate[d] that there was no justification for the use of lethal force” (Ibid, pg. 229). 

His death served as a catalyst for the protests which grew larger and more intense over the 

following days. 

 The next day saw several more protests. For the funeral of Ali Mushaima, over 2,000 

mourners and protestors attended (BBC, 2011). During the demonstrations as part of the funeral 

procession, police again fired tear gas, rubber bullets, and buckshot. In the clash, another person, 

Fadhel Ali Matrook, was shot and killed. According to the Ministry of Interior’s investigation, 
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the police claimed that Matrook was among a group of protestors who attacked a broken-down 

police vehicle and tried to steal weapons from the officers. The police returned fire and claimed 

that Matrook was randomly hit in the chaos (BICI, 2011; pg. 230). However, again, eyewitness 

testimony from the protestors disputes this account. A relative of Matrook’s claims that the 

police were firing tear gas at the funeral procession and that this caused the collapse of one 

person. [Matrook] went to help this person and was shot in the back as he leaned down. The 

nearby people attempted to take him to SMC but he died almost instantly” (Ibid, pg. 229-230). In 

addition to the two deaths, at least 25 protestors were treated for injuries over the two days 

(Randeree, 2011).  

 The deaths of the two protestors forced the King to make a televised address to the nation 

calling for an investigation into their deaths and pledged to make reforms (BBC, 2011). 

However, in response to the deaths, al-Wefaq suspended all participation in the Council of 

Representatives and the largest union organization in the country, the General Federation of 

Bahrain Trade Unions (GFBTU), announced a general strike (BICI, 2011; pg. 71). The day after 

Matrook’s death, thousands of protestors marched to the Pearl Roundabout, which the police had 

vacated. They brought with them tents, microphones, speakers, and a stage, intending to occupy 

the space for a while (Mitchell, 2015; pg. 70-71). The number of protestors was estimated at over 

10,000 and drawn from across the political and religious spectrum of Bahrain (Slackman and 

Audi, 2011). As one eyewitness reported, “Every square inch of the roundabout was occupied by 

people and a small city of tents had sprung up. A stage was erected and the day was once again 

taken up with speeches, singing, and chanting. Food and drink was handed out to all the people 

and once again the number of women involved was quite interesting. The evening brought the 

most visitors as many families arrived at the roundabout to join in the peaceful protests” 
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(Mitchell, 2015; pg. 71). One of the more popular chants was “Down, Down Khalifa” which was 

aimed at Sheikh Khalifa bin Salman Al-Khalifa, the prime minister who had held the post for the 

previous 41 years (Ulrichsen, 2014; pg. 336). That day, February 16th, was relatively peaceful. 

Although the demonstrations continued to grow, no confrontations with the police were recorded 

(Ibid, pg. 72). However, that reprieve was short lived. 

The next morning at around 3am, police and security service personnel stormed the 

roundabout, opening fire on protestors who had remained from the day before (Ulrichesen, 

2011). In what became known by protestors as “Bloody Thursday,” “four battalions, totalling 

over 1,000 people, were dispatched to participate in the operation. These police were armed with 

sticks, shields, sound bombs, tear gas launchers and shotguns” (BICI, 2011; pg. 74). They 

demolished the camp that had been established by the protestors and caused the deaths of three 

more protestors in the process (Ibid, pg. 74). Over 50 demonstrators were injured as well as a 

similar number of security servicemembers. However, the protests still continued unabated the 

next day even as another protestor was shot and killed by military personnel (Slackman and 

Audi, 2011). The police relied primarily on previously used riot control techniques to police the 

protests. The security forces in Bahrain had a reputation of militarizing their security services. 

They frequently used, “military style deployment of large police and army formations, numerous 

detentions and arrests as well as use of water cannons, mounted police and dogs, tear gas and 

rubber bullets” leading to what Marc Owen Jones terms, “’police-riots’ a term used to describe 

‘unrestrained and indiscriminate police violence’ against protestors and property” (Jones, 2015; 

pg. 225). In addition to the fatalities caused by shootings, protestors and witnesses have accused 

the police of excessively violent behavior during the uprising. These include, “videos of groups 

of police and individual officers brutalizing civilians…police were documented stamping on 
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protester’s heads, kicking them in the face, slapping them in front of their children, hitting them 

with batons, and kicking them when they lay defenseless on the ground” (Ibid, pg. 226). In 

response to the events on “Bloody Thursday” and following heavy criticism both from within 

Bahrain and from abroad over the violent response to the protests, the government pulled back its 

forces (BICI, 2011; pg. 167). The withdrawal of the security forces was ordered by the Crown 

Prince Salman bin Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, who had been appointed by the King to initiate a 

dialogue to resolve the situation (Al Jazeera, 2011).  

Between February 19th when the order was given and March 13th, there were no reported 

fatalities (BICI, 2011; pg. 429). The protests continued throughout this period, with the largest 

drawing over 100,000 protestors (Slackman and Audi, 2011). There were clashes and 

confrontations during this period between protestors and police and counter-protesters. One such 

encounter occurred on March 3rd in Hamad Town, where, “a street battle broke out between Shia 

and Sunnis wielding sticks, knives, swords and metal rods... the MoI dispatched riot police who 

intervened to stop the clashes and dispersed the crowds.  Eleven people, including three police, 

were injured during these clashes” (BICI, 2011; pg. 108). There were many other incidents like 

this one, but none resulted in any fatalities.  

Things changed when, on March 13th, three violent incidents occurred. The first occurred 

in the Bahrain Financial Harbour district of Manama where a police barricade was overrun by 

protestors. The police later regrouped and supported by riot personnel beat back the protestors. 

According to accounts, “numerous protesters were beaten, while others sustained rubber bullet 

wounds and some suffered from choking caused by tear gas. According to an MoI statement 

issued later in the day, 14 police officers were wounded during the events at the Financial 
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Harbour, including one who was struck by a civilian car reportedly driven by one of the 

demonstrators” (Ibid, pg. 127). Shortly after this situation occurred, a protest began on the 

campus of the University of Bahrain condemning the violence against the protestors. Counter-

protestors soon showed up and a violent scuffle broke out in which there were reports of knives 

and other melee weapons being used (Ibid, pg. 128). Lastly, during the evening of the 13th a 

number of protestors attacked a group of foreign expatriate workers at a residential complex in 

Manama. Two Pakistani workers were killed as a result and some of those injured were, “denied 

medical treatment, were verbally and physically abused and called mercenaries by some of the 

protesters” (Ibid, pg. 129). As some of these protests became more confrontative and under 

pressure from Sunni groups who claimed they weren’t doing enough to quell the protests, the 

government requested assistance from the Gulf Cooperation Council and, after the 1,500 troops 

from the Peninsula Shield Force arrived, declared a state of emergency on March 15th through 

Royal Decree No. 18 of 2011 (Ibid, pg. 139). 

The period following the declaration of the state of emergency saw a concerted 

crackdown by the government on the protestors. Three fatalities were reported during clashes 

between protestors and police on the 15th (Ibid, pg. 140-141). The next day, the state deployed 

5,000 troops and security servicemembers to once again clear out the Pearl Roundabout. 

Supported by helicopters and armored vehicles, they also conducted opeartions to clear out the 

Bahrain Financial Harbour area and the Salmaniyya Medical Center. During this period, the BDF 

and police used force and firearms, “in an excessive manner that was, on many occasions, 

unnecessary, disproportionate, and indiscriminate” (BICI, 2011; pg. 268). At least six deaths 

were reported as the streets were cleared (Daily Mail, 2011). Following the violent crackdown, a 
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number of leaders and figures involved in the protests were rounded up and arrested. These 

included: 

 “Mr Hassan Almeshaima, Mr Ibrahim Sherif, Dr Abduljalil AlSankis, Mr 

Abdulwahab  Hussein, Sheikh Saeed Merza Ahmed Al-Nouri, Sheikh Abdulhadi 

Abdulla Al-Makhdour and Mr Al-Hor Youssef Al-Semeekh…Many of these 

individuals alleged that they were subjected to mistreatment during interrogation at 

the NSA detention facilities. Other political leaders were arrested by the NSA in the 

coming days and weeks, including Mr Mohamed Hassan Jawad, Mr Mohamed 

Reda Ismail, Sheikh Abduljalil Al-Mekdad, Mr Salah Abdulla Al-Khawaja, Sheikh 

Mohamed Habib Al-Safaf, Mr Merza Al-Mahrous and Mr Abdulhadi AlKhawaja. 

All these individuals were arrested and interrogated by the NSA and remained in its 

custody for periods ranging between one and three weeks” (BICI, 2011; pg. 147-

148).  

Anyone accused of being involved in the protests were subject to arbitrary arrest and sometimes 

torture, with at least five confirmed deaths being directly attributable to acts of torture by the 

state (Ibid, pg. 430). One such example was that of Ali Isa Ibrahim Saqr. His death certificate 

attributed his death to, “hypovolemic shock resulting from several traumas… A forensic report 

confirmed the cause of death and concluded that the deceased had dark red bruises across the 

body but mostly around the back of the hands and right eye.  His wrists had red flaking marks 

because of handcuffing” (Ibid, pg. 242-243). Images of his body were published by the Nabeel 

Rajab, the President of the Bahrain Center for Human Rights who would later be arrested 

multiple times over the following years for his efforts. Those responsible for Saqr’s torture were 
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eventually charged, but had their sentences reduced, “with the court arguing that the police had 

been ‘preserving the life of the detainees’” (Ibid, pg. 152). Those swept up in the crackdown 

included activists, but also doctors and lawyers who had treated or represented them, opposition 

societies were suspended and their leaders arrested, and independent media was shuttered 

(Ulrichsen, 2014; pg. 337). Foreign journalists, researchers, and observers were often turned 

back at the airport to prevent their coverage of the events. Native journalists suffered worse, with 

Abd al-Karim Fakhrawi, one of the founders of the independent al-Wasat being detained and 

later dying to complications from torture (Matthiesen, 2013; pg. 56). Others who were suspected 

of participating in the protests were often summarily dismissed from their jobs (Ibid, pg. 334). 

Although protests did continue after the crackdown began, they were usually quickly suppressed 

by security forces and did not attract the numbers seen in previous demonstrations.  

 Although there were instances of violence perpetrated by both sides, the majority of the 

violence witnessed during the 2011 uprising was from the state. Much of the literature on the 

violence growing out of ethnic discrimination, especially that of horizontal inequalities, has 

largely focused on the decisions by discriminated groups to take up arms against their 

discriminators. That there will come an ignition point where the inequalities and discrimination 

become too much and the group will either seek to overthrow the current regime or seek to split 

away and form their own polity in which they can then be the dominant group. However, 

amongst the Shi’a opposition in Bahrain, there wasn’t a major push for succession and even calls 

for the violent overthrow of the monarchy were hardly the predominant outcome that many of 

the groups were pushing for. Part of that could be attributed to practical concerns. Bahrain’s 

small size made succession an unlike prospect and the disparity in force was a tough hill for the 

opposition to climb if they took the violent route. How then can we explain the largely one-sided 
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violence witnessed in 2011 from the state. Hillesund, et. al (2018) explain this best.  They argue 

that the group perpetrating the horizontal inequalities in a state have an incentive to utilize 

violence in order to protect their privileged position. That even a miniscule attempt by the less 

privileged group will threaten either their share of the economic benefits of the state, access to 

valuable natural resources, or their political power which they have come to depend on. Because 

of this, they may find themselves in a position where violence may be perceived as the only 

potential option available to them to counter this threat.  

 

Statements and Justifications by Actors on the Protests and Violence 

 Throughout the 2011 Bahraini Uprising, the actors involved in both the protests and the 

government response gave several justifications for their actions and the instances of violence 

that emerged as a result of the protests. They used their various mediums to try to sway popular 

support for their positions and in some instances to incite or encourage their followers to 

violence against their opponents, often using sectarian language to do so. The quotes and 

statements being analyzed were derived from a variety of sources related to the 2011 Bahraini 

Uprising. For quotes from protestors, they were taken primarily from news sources that reported 

on the ground during the protests and conducted multiple interviews, often times anonymously 

and translated from the original Arabic, with individuals involved both in the organizing of the 

protests as well as protestors more generally. In addition to this, various statements and 

communiques, some in English and others translated from Arabic, were also utilized from key 

figures and organizations involved in these protests such as the February 14 Youth Coalition and 

from other key figures within their ranks. These quotes and testimonies covered the span of the 
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uprising, from its earliest discussions on online forums in early February 2011 through to the 

government crackdown in March.  

 For the statements from the various political parties, both Sunni and Shi’a, particular 

attention was given to official communications and statements issued by the parties themselves 

and by their leaders. They were used to chart the response to the uprising by these figures and 

how those statements reflected both the positions of the parties and the people and factions they 

represented. These often came from interviews with these figures in several news sources or 

through official statements issued by the parties related to the uprisings that were compiled in 

sources like the BICI report.  

 Lastly, the quotes and statements from the sources within the government of Bahrain and 

the royal family were taken from translated official statements by the government in the forms of 

speeches, executive orders, etc. They were also taken from several interviews that were given by 

the monarchy and many of the heads of the various cabinet departments to news sources and 

other media, some of which was in English and others translated from Arabic. A number of these 

documents were also included in full in the BICI report. The purpose and selection of these 

quotes were intended to show and highlight the government’s response to the uprising and the 

ways in which those in power characterized the protests and how that influenced the actions 

taken by the state to suppress the uprising.  

 Having identified several key sources of quotes and statements from the various actors 

involved in the 2011 Bahraini Uprising, it is then important to discuss how these sources were 

synthesized and utilized to argue the influence of horizontal inequalities on the development of 

violence in this uprising. The previous sections have described the prevalence and pervasiveness 
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of these inequalities within the fabric of Bahraini society. By conducting a textual analysis of the 

various quotes and statements selected, this project will attempt to show how the backdrop of 

those inequalities influenced the types of rhetoric that was used by the different sides of the 

uprising. In particular, the grievances and many of the actions of the largely Shi’a protestors and 

groups that took to the street in 2011 will be shown to reflect the inequalities that they faced such 

as a lack of access to political power and the sectarian naturalization practices of the state. On the 

other side, the rhetoric of the state and its Sunni backers will be shown to portray the protests as 

purely sectarian in nature and will make use of language that sought to depict the dangers 

inherent should the uprising succeed for their particular group. Sectarian rhetoric played a 

substantial role in all of the various actor’s statements on both sides and was, to an extent, a 

significant component to the development of violence that was witnessed during the uprising. 

 

Statements and Rationalizations from the Protestors 

 Having given a timeline of the uprising and a summary of the instances of violence that 

occurred, it is now time to look at the role that horizontal inequalities played in this development 

of violence. To do this, the statements and rationalizations of the various actors involved on both 

sides will be analyzed to show how they reflected the grievances and inequalities of the various 

groups and how they fit in with the broader literature of horizontal inequalities and violence. 

Most prominent among the grievances among the protestors were condemnations of the unequal 

access to political power among the Shi’a, matters surrounding the citizenship issue, and, by 

extension, the discrimination faced by the Shi’a related to their Persian heritage and perceived 

sympathies to the Iranian regime. 
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 The instigation of the Uprising came from a largely grassroots effort from actors outside 

of the normal political channels of Bahrain. The first discussions and organization of protests 

occurred on social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, and on online forums like Bahrain Online. 

In a statement on Bahrain Online, the administrators of the site laid out their views and 

motivations for the upcoming uprising, writing: 

 “We have been suffering the ills of unmitigated corruption and brutal oppression 

for far too long, established under an irresponsible and unaccountable regime. The 

grievances may diverge but the cause is one. The regime has grown accustomed to 

creating crisis after crisis under the constructed banner of sectarianism, escaping 

accountability and suppressing the legitimate rights of the people…They have used 

foreign security forces to humiliate and attack citizens, and endemic corruption has 

seeped throughout the state’s institutions. Our thoughts and voices have been 

controlled through censorship and press control, while political naturalization to 

change the population of the country has reached unprecedented levels. Anger and 

frustration is boiling amongst us all” (Shehabi and Jones, 2015; pg. 3).  

There was no one cause that united the protestors and there were many different outcomes 

sought by them. But these varied grievances were all directed toward the monarchy and the state 

and generally stemmed from preexisting horizontal inequalities in terms of access to political 

power and socioeconomic grievances. Of particular note were the mentioning of the use of 

sectarianism by the state for its own political ends and the issue of political naturalization which 

was used by the state to change the demographics of the country. 
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Although the majority of the protestors came from the Shi’a population, there were many 

Sunnis and secular protestors involved as well. If the protests were made up purely of Shi’a, the 

government could easily dismiss it as a Shi’a uprising and rally the Sunni population around the 

perceived fears of what that might entail. It had long been a tactic of the state to play up fears of 

an Iranian-style revolution by the Shi’a to scare the Sunni population into supporting the regime. 

The protestors made an effort to promote a cross-sectarian message in their protests in order to 

counter attempts by the regime to make this claim. One of the more popular chants among the 

protestors was, “No Shia, no Sunnis, only Bahrainis” (Ulrichsen, 2014; pg. 336). Another 

statement from Twitter read, “We call on all Bahraini people - men, women, boys and girls - to 

share in our rallies in a peaceful and civilised way to guarantee a stable and promising future for 

ourselves and our children” (Al Jazeera, 2011). And for the most part, the protests, save for a few 

police confrontations, were largely peaceful. But even with these calls for cross-sectarian 

cooperation, the fact still remained that the majority of the protestors were Shi’a and their 

messaging focused primarily on longtime Shi’a demands aimed at rectifying disparities in 

politics, the economy, and civil rights. 

 After the killing of the two men, Ali Mushaima and Fadhel Ali Matrook in the initial 

protests and the violent clearing of the Pearl Roundabout on the 17th, the language and tone of 

the protests became more pointed and assertive in terms of these demands. Based on what they 

considered to be inadequate responses by the government toward their demands and the use of 

violence by the security forces, the protestors, “escalate[d] their demands and call[ed] for the 

resignation of HRH the Prime Minister and the entire Cabinet…Later, many demonstrators 

began to call for changing the ruling regime in Bahrain, and gradually, the chant ‘the people 

demand the removal of the regime,’ which was borrowed from other Arab countries that had 
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witnessed similar mass uprisings, became one of the protestors’ slogans” (BICI, 2011; pg. 163). 

The prime minister had particularly long been a target of Shi’a grievance. He was seen as the 

primary figure within the government, “spearheading Shi’a repression and being exceptionally 

hard-line on matters of reform” (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 49). 

It was this development and disagreements over the response to the violence from the 

state where the messaging began to fracture, especially along sectarian lines. Some of the more 

moderate Sunni members of the protestors wanted a reformed constitutional monarchy in which 

the legislature had greater power, while others, particularly more radical Shi’a groups within the 

February 14 Coalition wanted a complete overthrow of the monarchy as a whole (AOL News, 

2011). Many activists rejected any attempts at dialogue with the regime that was being advocated 

by some of the traditional political parties like al-Wefaq. For them, Al-Wefaq had too close a 

relationship with the state and were often too moderate in their demands for the protestors’ liking 

(Abdo, 2017; pg. 134). Other disagreements arose over how the protestors should respond to 

violence from the police and security services. One anonymous activist from the February 14 

Youth Coalition argued that their tactics of burning tires and using Molotov cocktails were 

necessary because, “In the Middle East, you have to use a little violence to change a regime. Pure 

nonviolent actions do not work in this region, and our actions are not purely violent. By using 

those actions, we aim to stop the regime from attacking our villages, not to kill anybody, and it 

works” (Ibid, pg. 134). However, this push for more direct confrontation and actions, primarily 

from more militant Shi’a factions, also had the effect of turning off some of the more moderate 

and Sunni opposition groups that supported the protests. As Abdul Hakim al Subhi, a leader in 

the Sunni NUG, wrote, “Our main difference with the opposition is the manner with which we 
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believe political reform can be achieved…We demand reform but we disagree with the 

opposition’s violent ways of achieving it” (Ibid, pg. 134).  

As the protests progressed through the end of February and into March, splits along 

sectarian lines also began to emerge as well within the protestors’ ranks. As mentioned above, 

some Sunnis in the opposition, spurred on by rhetoric and media from the state and other loyalist 

Sunni actors portraying the protests as a Shi’a coup, began to move away from the protests. Also, 

several confrontations began to occur between these mostly Sunni pro-regime groups and the 

largely Shi’a protestors, this was especially the case in the period after February 19th when the 

security services stepped back from the situation. The most notable of which occurred on March 

3rd in Hamad Town. “The spark for the confrontation was a fight that broke out between Shia 

students who had been participating in demonstrations during the day and teenagers from 

naturalized Sunni families residing in Hamad Town. The situation quickly escalated, and by 

21:30 a street battle broke out between Shia and Sunnis wielding sticks, knives, swords and 

metal rods” (BICI, 2011; pg. 108). Even though the protestors stressed early on that they were 

nonsectarian, issues stemming from the horizontal inequalities in the country that 

overwhelmingly affected the Shi’a population were creating fault lines within the groups of 

protestors about the direction of the uprising and what ends they wanted to achieve. As a Shi’a 

protestor put it after the clash at Hamad Town, “’We don’t want this fighting. Sunnis and Shi’ites 

in Bahrain are brothers, but the people from Yemen, Pakistan and Jordan are creating problems,’ 

said a protester who gave his name as Said, referring to naturalized Sunni immigrants” (Richter, 

2011). This mentality led to several incidents of attacks on Sunni expatriate workers and 

reflected the issues raised by the government’s efforts to import Sunnis to try to influence the 
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demographics of the country, a major source of consternation among the Shi’a and one of the 

horizontal inequalities mentioned before. 

Following what the government called a “breakdown of law and order,” the state, backed 

up by forces from the GCC initiated a crackdown on the protests, leading to the arrest, torture, 

and killing of several protestors (BICI, 2011; pg. 416-417). In response to the crackdown, the 

February 14 Youth Coalition said that they would continue their protests against the state’s 

declaration of martial law. They, “promised to ‘sacrifice [their] blood for Bahrain.’” But also, 

“called for restraint and non-violence in the face of alleged crimes by the Sunni-ruled kingdom's 

police and military” (AFP, 2011). However, they were unable to sustain their position in the 

Pearl Roundabout, which the security forces retook on March 16th. The crackdown that ensued 

discriminately fell upon Shi’a communities. “In a statement carried by the Bahrain News Agency 

on 17 April 2011, the Prime Minister referred to the demonstrators who participated in the 

February/March 2011 protests and stated, ‘No violators will get away with it.’  He added that ‘all 

co-conspirators and abettors must be held accountable’” (BICI, 2011; pg. 353). In the months 

following the onset of the uprising, the government and private sector employers have cracked 

down on those suspected of participating in the uprising and singling them out for retributive 

punishment. This crackdown has largely come down on the Shi’a population and had an 

enormous impact on the level of horizontal inequalities within the country. As part of the 

government crackdown on those involved in the protests, numerous Shi’a workers were soon 

forced out of their positions. Conservative estimates state that at least 4,500 workers were fired 

for responding to strike calls or taking part in the protests (Matthiesen, 2017; pg. 211). This 

includes figures from both the private and public sector.  
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“The most common grounds for dismissals and suspensions alleged by public sector 

employees were: (i) absence from work; (ii) participation in demonstrations; and 

(iii) public display of opinions incompatible with the internal regulations of the 

ministries involved…Of the public sector employees who were subjected to 

investigations, some reported having been questioned about…which sect they 

belonged to, and their opinions about the regime and/or high profile religious or 

political figures” (BICI, 2011; pg. 334). 

Furthermore, Shia employees were often treated more harshly than Sunni employees who were 

also absent from work during the same period. In some cases, during the BICI investigation, 

employers, “admitted to not dismissing Sunni employees who had been absent during the events 

of February/March 2011. This indicates an assumption that [only] Shia employees who missed 

work during the events of February/March 2011 participated in the demonstrations and were 

subject to disciplinary action” (Ibid, pg. 354). The purge of supposedly “disloyal” Shi’a workers 

even extended to the country’s national football league where the King’s son was placed in 

charge of a commission to root out, “over 150 Shiite players, staff, and referees from the league” 

(Dawisha, 2014; pg. 172).  

In the face of significant government pressure and force, the size of the protests grew 

smaller and tended to be more localized as the crackdown continued. Eventually, the government 

called for a national dialogue among the parties involved to address the grievances of the 

protestors and other groups. But, the February 14 Coalition rejected these talks, arguing that, 

“there is no way for us to accept a non-balanced dialogue that lacks all guarantees, we see this 

dialogue as a media tool which the regime aims to reduce the severity of popular and 



14200790  pg. 85 
 
 

international pressures” (February 14 Youth Coalition, 2011). And as one protestor put it, “They 

want our leaders to go to dialogue with a gun to their head, how is that consensus?” (Stevenson 

and Solomon, 2011). Any concessions the state did make toward the Shi’a were overshadowed 

by the mass arrests and violence by the government. Those who were involved in the Coalition 

were since targeted by campaigns from state-run media and other Sunni groups who have sought 

to name and shame them and in other cases to identify them to the authorities for arrest (BCHR, 

2011; pg. 77).  

Overall, the initial coalition of protestors made efforts to portray their protests as peaceful 

demonstrations composed of many diverse groups with similar grievances. However, as the 

protests continued, certain splits over their aims and their response to violence from the state 

limited their ability to provide a unified voice and message. Since the crackdown, the February 

14 Youth Coalition and other protests groups, though still actively organizing protests in 

Bahrain, have been largely suppressed. Still, much of their messaging was largely reflective of 

the issues surrounding horizontal inequalities within the country. Their messaging focused 

predominantly on reforming the political space of the country to allow for a more representative 

form of government that was more responsive to the Shi’a majority who had previously been 

marginalized and with the issues related with the government’s attempt to deliberately 

manipulate the demographics of the country through preferential naturalization.  

 

Reactions and Justifications from Shi’a Political Actors 

 The response to the protests by the Shi’a political actors was varied, but for the most part, 

the main establishment party al-Wefaq used the protests to push forward their longtime aims at 
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reducing the levels of horizontal inequalities in terms of political representation and other issues. 

While al-‘Amal immediately embraced the Uprising and announced their support, it took al-

Wefaq by surprise. As one senior member recalled, “at a meeting with Shaykh ‘Ali Salman, 

trying to decide how we would respond…We couldn’t decide. We thought nothing would 

happen” (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 76). However, as the main Shi’a opposition group, the monarchy 

soon came calling to hold behind-the-scenes negotiations, asking them to help call off the 

demonstrations and defuse the situation. Instead, the head of the party, ‘Ali Salman, took the 

opportunity to press the King for several longtime Shi’a demands such as the dismissal of the 

Prime Minister (Ibid, pg. 76). They also pushed for greater constitutional powers for the Council 

of Representatives, which had a Shi’a majority, in order to further reduce a number of the 

horizontal inequalities facing their sect. While initially not taking sides in the protests, al-Wefaq 

eventually joined into an alliance with other Shi’a societies in support of the protests and often 

acted as an interlocuter between the protest movement and the state.  

 After the assault on the Pearl Roundabout by police and security services on February 

17th, which al-Wefaq referred to as a “heinous massacre,” al-Wefaq pulled its members from the 

Council of Representatives (BICI, 2011; pg. 75). During the period after, in which the police and 

security services withdrew, the government made some minor concessions. One of those being 

that they dropped all previous charges against Hassan Mushaima, the leader of the Haq 

movement, and allowed him to return to Bahrain (BBC, 2011). His return was greeted by several 

supporters at the airport in Manama. Under Mushaima’s lead, Haq was more aggressive in its 

demands. Mushaima, speaking to reporters when he landed, said, “We want a real constitution. 

They've promised us (one) before and then did whatever they wanted to” (BBC, 2011). As the 
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protests progressed, Haq’s more confrontational and maximalist demands for the resignation of 

the monarchy began to attract more and more support at al-Wefaq’s expense. 

As violence progressed throughout the uprising and the demands of some of the 

protestors broadened to encompass overthrowing the regime, it put al-Wefaq in a difficult 

position. They were the main conduit for the Shi’a in Bahraini politics and were able to negotiate 

directly with the monarchy, but at the same time, they were, “forced to adopt a more unyielding 

line in negotiations to keep the increasingly impatient youth groups on board and to prevent them 

from drifting into the camp of the Alliance for the Republic,” (a group made up of several 

unlicensed Shi’a Islamist societies). (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 78). Al-Wefaq was accused of being too 

moderate and too closely involved with the state by protestors in the streets, who wanted more 

immediate returns on their demands. Haq and several other popular banned Shi’a groups such as 

al-Wafa and the Bahrain Freedom Movement, came together to form the “Coalition for a 

Republic” with the aim of “of bringing down the existing regime in Bahrain and the 

establishment of a democratic republican system” (Reuters, 2011). Eventually, as al-Wefaq’s 

talks with the state began to break down due to the reemergence of violence and the rise of 

influence among hardline factions within the government who advocated for a crackdown on the 

protests, al-Wefaq found itself further placed in an awkward situation as the government felt that 

this uptick in violence and al-Wefaq’s evasiveness towards the dialogue meant that they were not 

serious in their requests for reform (Ibid, pg. 79). As a result, they increasingly did not have the 

backing or confidence of either the state or the protests on the ground.  

 Al-Wefaq, like the other Shi’a societies, opposed the intervention by forces from the 

GCC. As Jasim Hussain, one of the parliamentarians who resigned during the protests put it, “I 
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thought the purpose of the Peninsular Shield Force was to provide security if there was a foreign 

threat – like the (1990) Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. In Bahrain, we’re facing a local issue that 

requires dialogue and political compromise” (Jacinto, 2011). There was little doubt among the 

Shi’a groups that this incursion by the GCC was viewed largely as a sectarian move aimed at 

propping up the Sunni monarchy at the expense of the Shi’a. It was notable that in Kuwait, 

which has a large Shi’a population, a number of Shi’a Kuwaiti soldiers refused to participate in 

the GCC intervention for this very reason (Matthiesen, 2013; pg. 96). This sectarian tone was 

also reflected by the Bahraini King himself, in a speech to the officers of the Peninsula Shield 

Force, in which he echoed much of the same sectarian rhetoric that sought to tie Bahrain’s Shi’a 

to Iran and portray the protests as an Iranian plot, saying, “An external plot has been fomented 

for 20 to 30 years for the ground to be ripe for subversive designs. I here announce the failure of 

the fomented subversive plot” (Ibid, pg. 50). Al-Wefaq’s attempts to address the horizontal 

inequalities in the country through negotiation with the state had failed and they, like several 

other Shi’a political societies, soon faced retribution for their efforts by the state that now had an 

international force backing it. 

 During the crackdown several activists and leaders were arrested including Hassan 

Mushaima, Abdulwahab Hussain, and Abduljalil al-Singace from the Haq movement who were 

later sentenced to life imprisonment (HRW, 2011). In April, the government attempted to 

disband al-Wefaq and several other opposition groups for, “harming social peace and national 

unity,” but backed off following criticism of the move by the US State Department (Chick, 

2011). Al-Wefaq member Sayed Hadi Al Mosawi, commenting on the move, stated, “I think that 

[Bahraini officials] got the message clearly and that’s why they withdrew it. Still we feel there is 

an intention to do something, but we don’t know what. The situation is not clear for us” (Ibid, 
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2011). Al-‘Amal was not as lucky, as their ties to Muhammad al-Modarresi, whom the state 

labelled a, “religious scholar who blatantly calls for violence and instigates hatred,” led them to 

being dissolved by the government (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 93-94). Eventually, al-Wefaq party leader 

‘Ali Salman too was arrested later in 2014 for “colluding” with Qatar to stoke unrest in Bahrain 

and later sentenced to life in prison (BBC, 2018). Two years later in 2016, the whole party itself 

was disbanded by the state. In the words of the government, al-Wefaq was accused of inciting 

actions that were deemed to be, “undermining the state, spreading sectarianism, and having 

connections to ‘terrorist’ activities” (Al Jazeera, 2016).  

 As a whole, the Shi’a parties like al-Wefaq, used their position as the largest established 

opposition group representing Shi’a interests to utilize the uprising as a means to push forward 

their agenda aimed at rectifying the political horizontal inequalities within the country. They 

harshly criticized attempts by the government to sectarianize the conflict and opposed the use of 

violence against the protestors and the GCC intervention. Their demands in negotiations with the 

state were reflections of many of the protestor’s aims of reducing political and social horizontal 

inequalities such as the dismissal of the Prime Minister and a greater empowering of the Council 

of Representatives, which would have allowed the Shi’a a greater and more equal role in the 

governing of the state. However, al-Wefaq’s attempt to precariously straddle the line between 

negotiating with the state and supporting the aims of the protestors at the same time, led to 

fracturing. As Marc Valeri (2019) writes, “They were never really in a capacity to take 

leadership over the protest movement…The youth was leading the politicians and the 

[opposition] societies, not the contrary” (Valeri, 2019; pg. 173). Their attempts to placate both 

sides ended up satisfying neither. 
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Statements and Justifications on the Government Response to the Uprising 

The statements and justifications by the state for its actions during the 2011 Bahraini 

Uprising fit the mold of what Frances Stewart (2002) had argued about how dominant ethnic 

groups respond to challenges to their rule. Their motivations were largely guided by a fear of a 

Shi’a overthrow of the monarchy and the subjugation of the Sunni population which formed its 

popular base. Although they made some conciliatory gestures aimed at heading off the protests, 

they soon fell back on their tried and true tactics of sectarianizing the protestors in order to 

divide and discredit them. The state-run media of Bahrain made efforts early on to stem off any 

revolutionary sentiments, by stating that, “Bahrain is not Tunisia or Egypt” (Khalaf, 2015; pg. 

xiv). In addition to this media blitz, they also tried to appease any potential protestors by offering 

1,000 dinars to every family within the country (Shehabi and Jones, 2015; pg. 3). However, this 

was not enough to prevent mass demonstrations beginning on February 14th. The police and 

security services were ready and deployed en masse to contain the protests. However, the actions 

of the police and the deaths of two protestors only served to increase the size of the protests. This 

led the monarchy to give a statement in which King Hamad, “expressed his condolences for the 

two deaths and announced the establishment of a committee headed by Deputy Prime Minister 

Jawad Salem Al Orrayed to identify the reasons for the events of the previous two days. The 

King also reaffirmed the right of Bahrainis to exercise their freedom of expression and assembly 

in accordance with the law” (BICI, 2011; pg. 71) Foreign Minister Sheikh Khalid al Khalifa 

similarly made a statement saying that, “We are seeing an evolving political process. Let it 

develop by itself through the parliament and the rule of law” (Kerr, 2011). The government 

clearly wanted to defuse the situation before things got out of hand. They tried, “to engage with 

the leaders of the demonstrators and the opposition in search of a negotiated resolution of 
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concerns about constitutional and socio-economic reforms.” (BICI, 2011; pg. 166). They took 

some minor conciliatory actions such as the release of some political prisoners and dismissing a 

few minor cabinet members. They tried to funnel these reforms through preexisting channels by 

appealing to al-Wefaq whom they were well familiar with, rather than through the newly formed 

protest groups. 

However, the actions of the government on the morning of the 17th proved a major 

turning point in the trajectory of the uprising. Following the attack and clearing of the Pearl 

Roundabout, a spokesman for the Ministry of the Interior issued a statement and presented 

footage on Bahrain Television which argued: 

 “that the demonstration at the roundabout had been unauthorised and that 

security forces had commenced the clearing operation by instructing the 

demonstrators using megaphones. He then stated that women and children had 

been evacuated first and provided with transportation out of the area, after 

which the operation had begun using sticks and tear gas. The spokesperson 

stated that shotguns had only been used for self-defence. He also showed 

examples of the injuries that police personnel had sustained during the 

operation, which included the cutting of the fingers of one police officer, and 

displayed the weapons found at the roundabout after the operation” (Ibid, pg. 

74-75).  

Furthermore, the Foreign Minister again issued a statement, arguing that the police action was 

necessary. He stated, “The country was on the brink of a sectarian abyss so it was a very 

important step that had to happen, police took every care possible” (Reuters, 2011). But the 
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actions taken by the police and the government’s account of the events only further enflamed the 

situation as the protests continued to grow unabated.  

 It was after the events of the 17th that the King appointed Crown Prince Salman bin 

Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa to begin a dialogue with the protestors, giving him, “all the powers to 

fulfil the hopes and aspirations of all the gracious citizens of Bahrain” (BICI, 2011; pg. 79). One 

of his first actions was to order a withdrawal of the security forces from the streets and to initiate 

dialogue with al-Wefaq about defusing the situation. He gave a speech on the 19th in which he, 

“stated that there was a ray of hope on the horizon and expressed his gratitude for those ‘sage 

and wise individuals’ who had responded positively to the call for calm and national unity that he 

had issued the night before. He announced that a new era was beginning in which all issues and 

problems would be discussed openly and honestly. He also reaffirmed the importance of 

maintaining calm, which was indispensible if all parties were going to present their views in a 

productive and constructive manner” (Ibid, pg. 82). Further efforts deriving from his efforts 

included the release of several prisoners, including Hassan Mushaima, and the dismissal of four 

cabinet members.  

 However, as these negotiations were progressing, the Khawalid were pushing for a 

stronger and more forceful response to the protestors. Their position was reinforced as instances 

of sectarian violence began to occur and Sunni groups and the media were pushing the state to do 

more to deal with the protests. Through their connections with the newspaper al-Watan, they 

were able to push overtly sectarian narratives of the protestors in order to stoke, “a conspiratorial 

worldview aimed at mobilizing Sunnis against the Shi’i peril” (Diwan, 2014; pg. 162). Other 

news outlets referred to protestors as pawns of foreign powers, with a particular emphasis on 
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their supposed connections with Iran. As one opinion writer in al-Watan, wrote, “Let us stop 

calling Hizballah an opposition. We need to remind them that their real name is Hizballah and 

not al-Wifaq, so that the whole world knows with whom it is dealing” (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 85). 

Stoking the fears of Iran and the imposition of a Shi’a Islamist theocracy have long been a tactic 

of the Bahraini state. With the popular support of loyal Sunnis, the Khawalid were able to lobby 

the King to take action to suppress the uprising. On March 13th, the King requested the assistance 

of the GCC states and after their arrival, issued Royal Decree No. 18 of 2011 which declared a 

“State of National Safety” for a period of three months (BICI, 2014; pg. 139). In justifying the 

move, Interior Minister Sheikh Rashed al-Khalifa stated that, “In order for the situation to return 

to normal we have to establish order and security and...stop the violations which have spread 

disturbances among the people of our dear country” (Richter and Noueihed, 2011).  In the 

ensuing crackdown, the police and security services violently suppressed the protests and 

arrested several of their leaders. “In a statement carried by the Bahrain News Agency on 17 April 

2011, the Prime Minister referred to the demonstrators who participated in the February/March 

2011 protests and stated, ‘No violators will get away with it.’  He added that ‘all co-conspirators 

and abettors must be held accountable’” (BICI, 2011; pg. 353). 

 The justification for the use of violence by the regime was portrayed as an effort to 

prevent what Foreign Minister Sheikh Khalid al Khalifa referred to as the, “sectarian abyss” 

(Reuters, 2011). To prevent a sectarian anarchy where the predominantly Shi’a protestors and the 

Shi’a majority overall would take out their frustrations on the Sunni minority of the country. The 

government made great efforts to portray the protestors as violent, showcasing weapons and 

other paraphernalia that they found among the protest camps on state TV (BICI, 2011; pg. 74-

75). In addition to that, they downplayed any violence used by police, including the killing of 



14200790  pg. 94 
 
 

protestors, as necessary actions purely in self-defense. The state media made efforts to ensure 

that, “domestic coverage of the revolt…characterized the protestors as being Shi’a in 

composition and taking their cues from Iran (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 86). They made direct 

references and connections between the 2011 uprising and the 1981 failed coup, highlighting 

appearances of the former leader of the Islamic Front for the Liberation of Bahrain, Hadi al-

Modarrisi, on Shi’a satellite channels in Iraq that called for the overthrow of the Al-Khalifa 

regime (Matthiesen, 2017; pg. 208). As the protests grew more violent and overtly sectarian, 

things eventually got to a point where it became necessary to crackdown on the uprising in order 

to, “maintain order and security,” in the words of Nabeel al-Hamer, a former information 

minister and adviser to the royal court (Al Jazeera, 2011). Furthermore, the government of 

Bahrain, “considered that the presence of these GCC forces would deter against what it believed 

could be a possible intervention in the internal affairs of Bahrain by the Islamic Republic of Iran” 

(BICI, 2011; pg. 132). 

 

Statements and Justifications by Sunni Political Actors 

 For the most part, actors from Bahrain’s Sunni political parties toed the state line, 

echoing much of the same rhetoric as the government. Like the monarchy, the Sunni population 

stood to lose significant political influence, a leg up in the economy, and their privileged social 

status should the government cave to the demands of the mostly Shi’a protestors. However, there 

are some notably unique aspects to their statements that help show how they characterized the 

uprising and how they were influenced by horizontal inequalities. Even before the uprising, 

Sunni political leaders like Ali Ahmad, the head of al-Minbar, echoed the government’s concerns 
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about Iranian influence in the Shi’a population and viewed any push towards greater democracy 

through a sectarian lens, stating, “As for the polarization in the country, this is the result of Iran’s 

using some people in Bahrain for its own interests…If democracy in Bahrain becomes divided 

along sectarian lines such as in Lebanon or even in Iraq, then the situation will be bad” (Gengler, 

2015; pg. 51). On the more extreme side, as mentioned previously, Salafi lawmakers like Jasim 

al-Saidi referred to Shi’a as “Rawafidh (rejectionists)” during the national dialogue and other 

parliamentarians like former intelligence officer ‘Adil Flayfil, who played a prominent role in the 

suppression of the uprisings of the 1990’s, went so far as to state that, “I would love to sit at the 

table with Shaykh ‘Ali Salman from al-Wifaq and other opposition groups for the National 

Dialogue. But there is an Iranian agenda in this dialogue that will be promoted and I am afraid it 

will cause the collapse of the entire talks. I demand [al-Wifaq and Haq] to put down their 

weapons and stop guerrilla training in Iraq, Iran, Lebanon, and Syria” (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 89). 

 But the most unique aspect of the 2011 Uprising in Bahrain with respect to Sunni politics 

was the emergence of the National Unity Gathering. They were responsible for organizing the 

largest counter-protests, with a couple hundred thousand people attending a rally out front of the 

Sunni al-Fatih Mosque on February 21st (Ibid, pg. 80). The role that the NUG played was 

twofold. On the one hand, they represented a middle ground for many Sunnis who had several 

grievances with the state and issues with the established Sunni political societies, but who still 

supported the government to an extent. But, on the other hand, it is also alleged to have served, 

intentionally or unintentionally, as a way for the government to undercut the cross-sectarian 

narrative of the protests and draw away any potential Sunni supporters of the protests (Ibig, pg. 

80). Nevertheless, in their opening statement during their rally on February 21st, ‘Abd al-Latif al-

Mahmud portrayed the organization as a way, “to provide a platform for those in society who 
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have no political or institutional affiliation to express their opinion…[It] ‘extends its hand’ to 

those at the roundabout to cooperate in the pursuit of virtue,” and “encourages the leadership to 

undertake fundamental and balanced revisions of the Constitution to ensure that the people are 

the sources of authority under the kind custodianship of the King” (BICI, 2011; pg. 86-87). 

Although they shared many of the same goals and ideas about reforms with the 

protestors, the main contrast between the NUG and the other protest groups was its refusal to call 

for the downfall of the monarchy or the resignation of the King’s Cabinet which they said, 

“would bring destruction to Bahrain” (Ibid, pg. 103). It was this point that became a stumbling 

block in negotiations between al-Wefaq, the NUG, and with the government. On March 14th, the 

day the GCC forces arrived in Bahrain, the NUG issued a statement that argued against the 

declaration of martial law and the intervention by the GCC, but also called continued 

negotiations with al-Wefaq a “dead end” (Ibid, pg. 135). The statement continued, saying: 

 “The principal difference between the participants is that the opposition insists on the 

election of a Constituent Assembly that would not include any representatives of the 

regime. The Gathering of National Unity, on the other hand, considers the 

representation of the regime indispensable in any Constituent Assembly…The 

Gathering of National Unity considers Al Wefaq responsible for what was occurring 

in Bahrain, especially since Al Wefaq has the ability to calm the people because the 

majority of teachers and the Secretary General of the GFBTU are among its 

members” (Ibid, pg. 135-136). 

As these issues snagged up the dialogue aimed at defusing the situation, the NUG leadership 

grew frustrated with what they viewed as al-Wefaq’s intractable demands and preconditions. As 
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these frustrations grew, sectarian rhetoric began to infiltrate their statements and brought them 

closer in line with the government’s viewpoint. For instance, ‘Abd al-Latif al-Mahmud went on 

to say that the, “problem is the Shi’a opposition—they want a new state, so they reject 

dialogue…The schemes of the Shi’a sect were not supposed to be carried out this year. They 

were planned to be implemented in the upcoming years. However, the two revolutions in Tunisia 

and Egypt have encouraged some leaders of the Shi’a sect to carry out their schemes. Their 

demands exceeded the legitimate demands of the Sunni opposition; they have gone beyond this 

to a higher ceiling of constitutional and political demands” (Wehrey, 2014; pg. 81).  

 The establishment Sunni parties largely stuck with the monarchy throughout the uprising, 

corralling Sunni support and echoing the sentiments of the state in response to the protests. 

However, the NUG represented a unique position, at least initially. They were unique in their 

criticisms of the state for its actions during the uprising, not hesitating to condemn acts of 

violence by the security services. They echoed many of the same demands as the protestors and 

pushed for peaceful dialogue in order to quell the situation. However, as these talks broke down 

and the crackdown of the protests by the government commenced, the NUG began to shift its 

rhetoric into more sectarian-based language and criticized the Shi’a community for their 

excessive demands which they felt would lead the country to ruin.  

 The many parties involved in the 2011 Bahraini Uprising reacted to the protests and the 

violence that resulted in a variety of fashions. These actors conveyed their reactions through the 

many statements they made in justifying their roles in the protests and their response to the use 

of violent force in the suppression of those very protests. The protestors, led largely by the 

February 14 Youth Coalition, tried early on to present an inclusive atmosphere to their protests 
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by stressing the cross-sectarian nature of their demands. They condemned the use of violence by 

the police and security services, but the forceful response from the state led to a schism between 

many of the protestors. Some advocated responding with violence in kind while others still 

advocated peaceful protests.  

 The different Shi’a political groups also had a varied reaction to the protests and that 

characterized their responses to the Uprising. Al-Wefaq took a cautious approach, supporting the 

spirit of the protests, but also keeping the lines of dialogue with the state open. However, the 

current of events undercut the party in two ways. On the one hand, they were criticized on the 

ground by the protestors for being too close with the state. On the other, the government viewed 

al-Wefaq’s demands and preconditions for dialogue as nonstarters. This position was contrasted 

by the positions taken by al-‘Amal and the Haq movement who took a more active role in 

supporting and organizing the protests. All of them criticized the use of violence against the 

protests, the GCC intervention, and the subsequent crackdown. Nevertheless, most of the leaders 

of these parties soon found themselves imprisoned by the state for their roles in the Uprising and 

had their societies disbanded as a result. 

 The government and monarchy of Bahrain were the targets of much of the protests and 

their response was aimed at trying to quell the situation in order to avoid a situation like that of 

Tunisia or Egypt. At the outset, they took a forceful response using violence against the 

protestors, leading to the death of several protestors as a result. Although they justified these 

actions as self-defense and necessary to ensure law and order, they only helped to enflame the 

protests further. As a result, the state shifted tactics and had the Crown Prince initiate a dialogue 

with the opposition groups to come to a resolution. But, behind the scenes these efforts at 
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negotiations were undermined by hardline forces within the royal family who sought a stronger 

response. They sought to characterize the protests in sectarian terms in order to divide the 

opposition and control the narrative. Eventually, these voices won out and allowed the King to 

invite the GCC to intervene and to initiate a state of emergency.  

 The Sunni parties and groups within Bahrain largely supported the government’s actions 

toward the protestors. This position was guided by a fear of a Shi’a takeover of the state and 

what that would mean for their status in the country. However, a unique development came in 

the form of the National Unity Gathering, which served as an umbrella group for Sunnis 

disaffected by the establishment Sunni parties. They mirrored many of the demands of the 

protestors themselves but stopped short of calling for a complete overthrow of the monarchy. In 

this respect, acting as a “loyal opposition,” they undercut the protests themselves and helped to 

reinforce the perception of them as Shi’a protests by drawing Sunni support away from them. 

Eventually, as violence and sectarian clashes began to increase, the NUG began, more and more, 

to echo the government line and peddle in sectarian rhetoric.  

 The intervention of the Gulf Cooperation Council’s Peninsula Shield Force was the most 

dramatic example of outside intervention into the uprising. The Sunni nations of Saudi Arabia 

and the UAE contributed the bulk of the forces to this intervention and served as the culmination 

of their involvement in the uprising. The decision for the Saudis to intervene was seen, “as a 

strategic imperative to restore the kingdom’s prestige in the wake of region wide setbacks to Iran 

in Lebanon and Iraq” (Ibid, pg. 82). Bahrain had become the latest location in a series of proxy 

conflicts throughout the region between Saudi Arabia and Bahrain. Furthermore, the restlessness 

of Saudi Arabia’s own Shi’a population has led them to seek to stifle any attempts by Shi’a on its 
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periphery that might spread to their own country. “Thus, in offering support to the Al-Khalifa 

regime against the Shi’a in Bahrain, Riyadh is seeking to prevent the political empowerment of 

this community, fearful that ‘any political gains by Bahrain’s Shiites will likewise be demanded 

by Saudi Shiites,” (Mabon, 2012; pg. 92-93). So, their involvement in the Bahraini uprising was 

as much about their own internal affairs as they were about Bahrain’s.  

 These varied responses highlighted the perceptions of the Uprising from the different 

sides. There was no unified message from either the protestors or the state with respect to the 

reasonings for their actions or their responses to the violence that occurred. However, in spite of 

this, several common threads that reflected the existing horizontal inequalities within the country 

were represented in many of the statements made by the actors involved in the uprising. While 

the protestors were largely consistent in their demands for reform aimed at correcting the 

unequal access to political power, limiting the influence of the Sunni monarchy, and ending the 

preferential treatment afforded to the Sunni population, the response to the use of violence by the 

state and an increase in sectarian violence led to some fracturing among the groups. On the other 

side, the government tried to have things both ways. They used sectarian rhetoric, violence, and 

force to protect themselves and the status quo. They did this by playing on the Sunni fear of 

Shi’a takeover and the loss of status and privilege that would have come with it. But at the same 

time, they tried to portray themselves as being conciliatory toward the protestors, making some 

cosmetic reforms and initiating dialogue. But, at the end of the day, the government and other 

Sunni groups, with the aid and backing of the Saudi Arabia and the rest of the GCC, relied more 

heavily on their tactics of repression and sectarian rhetoric in order to divide the protestors and 

suppress them, thereby hardening and, in some instances, expanding the preexisting horizontal 

inequalities within the state between the Sunnis and Shi’a. 
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Conclusion: 

 The Uprising in Bahrain was one of the more violent episodes of the 2011 Arab 

Uprisings. Dozens of protestors were killed and many more were injured and tortured. While this 

was also the case in several other uprisings throughout the region, the case of Bahrain 

represented a unique example because of the influence that horizontal inequalities had on the 

development of violence. The nature and dynamics of the uprising have led many to focus on the 

sectarian aspects of Bahrain to explain the violence witnessed in 2011. Many theories have been 

offered to explain why violence occurred between these sects and in other similar cases in 

ethnically or religiously diverse states around the world. Their arguments have debated the role 

that ethnicity and sectarian identities plays in the onset of violence by focusing on factors such as 

economic explanations, ethnic nationalism, the role of ethnic entrepreneurs, and other such 

reasons. However, with the case of Bahrain, the argument made by the horizontal inequalities 

literature offered the best explanation for the relationship between the distinct sectarian identities 

in the country and the development of violence during its 2011 uprising.  

 There was a clear link between the discriminatory practices of the Al-Khalifa monarchy 

toward the Shi’a population of the island and the rhetoric, goals, and justifications that were used 

and expounded by the protestors in their statements and grievances. For the decades prior to the 

uprising, the Shi’a had unequal access to the political power of the state. They had little to no 

representation in government before the slightly liberalizing reforms in the early 2000’s and even 

after, struggled to have any real influence in the governing of the state. What representation they 

did achieve was limited by efforts at gerrymandering and other underhanded tactics such as the 

manipulation of demographics through political naturalization of foreign Sunnis. This 
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discrimination extended beyond politics to the economic and cultural sectors as well where Shi’a 

were typically often passed over for government jobs by lesser qualified Sunnis and exclusively 

forbidden from serving in the military or security services. Furthermore, they were only taught 

the Sunni version of the country’s history and were underrepresented in many TV programs and 

other media. All of these inequalities fueled a simmering anger that was aimed at the Sunni 

monarchy and state apparatus that they held responsible for implementing these discriminatory 

habits and actions. This anger came to a head in 2011.  

 The way in which the 2011 Bahrain uprising was characterized by the various sectarian 

actors involved shed significant light on how pervasive these inequalities were for many of the 

Shi’a. It was also reflected in the response and depiction of the protests by the Sunni groups and 

the state who used the uprising and the violence it brought with it to justify their implementation 

of these inequalities. The demands of the protestors and Shi’a political parties during the uprising 

sought to address the many issues related to their lack of influence over the politics of the 

country. They sought to dismantle the current political structure and argued for the dismissal of 

the Prime Minister, who was seen as anti-Shi’a, and in favor of a strengthened Council of 

Representatives which would better reflect the outsized proportion of the population they 

represented. They also voiced their criticisms of the state’s efforts to manipulate the 

demographics of the country and this led to several violent clashes with foreign-born Sunni 

workers who had been enticed to come to Bahrain by the state. Their attempts to bring about 

change through protest and negotiations failed to sway the government, who suppressed many of 

the protests with often excessive violence. While they had attempted to head off the protests 

early on with bribes and other conciliatory, although largely cosmetic, gestures, the majority of 

their statements and speeches were aimed at sectarianizing the protests. They went to great 
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efforts to tie the protestors to nearby Iran who had been viewed as a threat to the Sunni monarchy 

for decades. Their statements served two purposes. On the one hand, they served to discredit the 

protestors by portraying the uprising as a Shi’a takeover and on the other, to rally support among 

the Sunni population who stood to lose their privileged position in Bahraini society should the 

monarchy fall. With the backing of the Gulf Cooperation Council’s Peninsula Shield Force, the 

government was able to brutally suppress the uprising and continue to implement, and in some 

instances expand, the levels of horizontal inequalities that had helped to initiate the uprising in 

the first place.  

 Horizontal inequalities clearly had a role in the discourse of the uprisings among the 

various sectarian actors involved. This discourse helped to mobilize the parties involved into 

action which often manifested itself in the form of violence. Building on the literature and 

arguments offered by both researchers of ethnicity and conflict and horizontal inequalities and 

applying them to the sectarian inequalities in Bahrain, this project has sought to expand these 

theories to connect the violence witnessed in 2011 to the inequalities faced by the Shi’a through 

an analysis of the quotes and declarations of the sectarian actors involved in the uprising. Their 

responses reflected the positions of the two sides with respect to the grievances of the Shi’a and 

the inequalities they faced. Their rhetoric sought to mobilize their bases into action and, in 

several instances, into violence against each other. The repercussions from this uprising and 

many of the issues that had caused it still continue on to this day. Out of the violence that came 

from this uprising, many were killed and many more were tortured or wounded. Thus, reflecting 

the enormous impact that these inequalities can cause and how easily they can be utilized and 

manipulated into acts of large-scale violence.  
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