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Abstract. The relevance of this research is due to the unabated interest of the international community in the
struggle for regional leadership between Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), which has unfolded in the
Middle East for a number of years. The growing concerns of the KSA and its geopolitical allies, the United States
and the small Arabian monarchies, related to the increasing influence of Iran on the military-political situation in
Syria and Iraq, have raised in international discourse the question of the reality or impossibility of creating the so-
called “Shi‘a crescent” under the auspices of Tehran. The idea is to unite the states of the Middle East, in which
Shi‘a Muslims constitute the vast majority or a significant minority of the population, which would ensure Iran’s
decisive victory in the race for dominance in the region. However, until now, the question of a quantitative
assessment of the real resources of the states included in the “Shi‘a crescent” has so far remained out of researchers’
sight. In this regard, the aim of this article is to prove the absence of economic and military-political prerequisites
for the formation of the “Shi‘a crescent” by using the method of quantitative indicators from databases, rankings
and indices and a network analysis of conventional arms supplies within the “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” blocs. The
databases of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the World Trade Organization
(WTO), the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United Nations Register of
Conventional Arms, the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), Doing Business, Human Capital,
Global Firepower, Global Terrorism, and Global Peace rankings, as well as World Bank statistical reports served as
an empirical basis for the research. The theoretical and methodological basis of the study was constructive realism,
which takes into account both quantitative indicators and the ideological and value attitudes of the state in the
analysis of international relations. The study showed that the “Shi‘a crescent” is a purely propaganda construct, and
cannot become a real interstate association.
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[Ipo6sieMa cyiecCTBOBaHUSA «IIMUTCKOIO MOJIyMecsAna»
Ha biimxkaem u Cpeanem Bocroke:
ONBIT KOJINYECTBEHHOI'0 aHa/IM3a

O.C. Ynkpuzoa = <, H.B. UBkuna

Poccwuiickuii yauBepcuteT Apyk0bl Hapo10B, MockBa, Poccuiickas Denepartus
Ddchikrizova-os@rudn.ru

AHHOTanus. AKTYalbHOCTb HCCJIEyeMO TeMbl 00yCJIOBJIeHa HE OclabeBaloOlIMM YXKe B TeueHHe psaaa JeT
HHTEPECOM MEXIYHAPOJIHOTO cooldlIecTBa K 60pbde 3a muaepctBo Mexay Upanom u KoponesctBom CaymoBckas
Apasus (KCA), passepHysieiics Ha bimxaem Bocroke. Pactymmue onacenns KCA u ee reomnoJUTHYSCKUX COO3-
HUKOB B jure CIIIA n MaipIX apaBUACKUX MOHAPXHIA, CBSI3aHHBIC C YCHIMBAIOIIMMCS BIUSHAEM MpaHa Ha BOGHHO-
MOJUTHYECKYIO 00CTaHOBKY B Cupuu u Upake, BOCKpECHIN B MEXAYHAPOIHOM JUCKYpCE BOMPOC O PEabHOCTH
WIIH HEBO3MOXKHOCTH CO3[IaHMS TaK HAa3BIBAEMOTO IIMUTCKOTO ModyMecsna» mox srunoi Terepana. Mnmes 3aximio-
qaercs B 00benuHeHun rocynapcte bamxaero u Cpennero BocToka, B KOTOPEIX MyCyJIbMaHE-IIHATEI COCTABISIOT
MOJABJISIIONIEe OOJIBIIMHCTBO UM 3HAYUTEIIbHOE MEHBUIMHCTBO HACEJICHHS, YTO MO3BOJIMWIO Obl 0Oecreunts Mpany
pEIIUTEIRHYIO T00eIy B TOHKE 32 TOMUHHPOBAaHKE B pernoHe. OIHAKO 10 CHX ITOp BHE IIOJIS 3PCHUS UCCIICI0BATE-
Jel 0cTaBajcs BOIPOC KOJNMYCCTBEHHOH OIIEHKH PEajbHBIX PECYpCOB TOCYAApCTB, BKIIOUACMBIX B COCTAB «IIUHT-
CKOTO moJyMecsia». B 3Toll cBsA3M LENbIO UCCIIeOBaHUS ABISETCS AOKA3aTENbCTBO OTCYTCTBUSL SKOHOMUYECKHUX U
BOCHHO-TIOJIMTHYECKUX TPEANOCHIIOK Uil (POPMHUPOBAHUS «IIMHTCKOTO IMOJIyMECAIa» MOCPEACTBOM HCIIOIbh30Ba-
HISI METO/Ia KOJIMYECTBEHHBIX MTOKA3aTelNlel ¢ IMpHUBIIeUeHHEM 0a3 JaHHBIX, PEHTHHTOB U MHIICKCOB W CETEBOTO aHa-
JIM3a IOCTaBOK OOBIYHBIX BOOPYKEHHH BHYTPU «CYHHUTCKOTO» U «ILIUUTCKOT0» OJOKOB rOCYIapCTB. DMIUPUUYECKH
ucciezoBanue onupaerca Ha 0a3bl JaHHbIX Kondepenmun OOH mo toprosie u pazeutuio (FOHKTAJL), Beemup-
HOW ToproBoii opranusanmuu (BTO), OpraHuzanmu 3KOHOMHYECKOTO coTpyiaHuuyectBa u pasputus (ODCP),
Peructpa o0brunbIX BoOpyxkeHnid OOH, Crokronpmckoro uHctutyta mupa (SIPRI), peiituarun Doing Business,
Human Capital, Global Firepower u 1p. TeopeTnko-mMeTo10J0THIeCKOi 0a30i HCCIeI0OBaHUs TOCTY I KOHCTPYK-
TUBHBIM peaNn3M, yYHTHIBAIONIMN KaK KOJMYECTBEHHBIC IOKA3aTeNH, TaK M HICOJOTWYECKHE W IIEHHOCTHBIC
YCTAaHOBKM TOCYAapcTBa INPH aHAIN3e MEXKIYHApOTHBIX OTHOIICHWH. lccienoBaHue MOKasano, YTO «IIMUTCKUH
MOJTyMECSID SIBIISIETCS] Cyry0O MPOIMaraHAXUCTCKUM KOHCTPYKTOM, KOTOPBIM HE MOXKET CTaTh PealbHbIM MEXIOCy-
JIapCTBEHHBIM 00BETIHEHIEM.

KnawueBble cioBa: MIHUTCKUIA MOIyMECAL, CYHHUTCKHE TocymapcTBa, MpaH, SKOHOMHUYECKUE IMOKa3aTely,
BOEHHBIN MOTEHIMAJ, KOJIMYECTBEHHBIN aHaiu3, bamkanii Boctok

3asB1eHNe 0 KOH()JIMKTe HHTEPeCOB. ABTOPHI 3asBIISTIOT 00 OTCYTCTBUHU KOH(IUKTa HHTEPECOB.

BaaromapHocTH. ABTOPHI 0JaroqapsT aHOHUMHBIX PELEH3CHTOB 32 BBICKA3aHHBIC 3aMEYaHFs, [TO3BOJIHBIIHE CY-
LIECTBEHHO YJIYYIIUTh COAEPKAHUE UCCIETOBAHMS.

BkJjag aBTOpoB. ABTOPHI BHECTH paBHO3HAYHBIN BKIIAJ B pa3pabOTKy AU3aiiHa, MPOBEJICHUE UCCIEAOBAaHUS U TOJ-
TOTOBKY TEKCTa CTATBH.

Hdasi uurupoBanusi: Yukpuzosa O. C., Hexuna H. B. TlpoGiieMa CyIEeCTBOBaHUS «IIUUTCKOTO MOJIyMECSIA
Ha bmmwkaeM n CpenHeM BocToke: ONBIT KOJTMYECTBEHHOTO aHau3a // BecTHuk Poccriickoro yHUBEpCHTETA IPY K-
051 HaponoB. Cepust: MexxayHapoansie otHomeHus. 2023. T. 23, Ne 1. C. 88—104. https://doi.org/10.22363/2313-
0660-2023-23-1-88-104

Introduction both Western countries and their Sunni allies in
the Arab world, has become very relevant and
escalated almost to a frenzy. This is due to the
ongoing political instability in Lebanon and Iraq,

In recent years, the issue of forming the
“Shi‘a arc” or “Shi‘a crescent,” controlled by
Tehran and supposedly designed to destabilize
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the civil war in Syria, the rise of Shi‘a political
activism in the Persian Gulf, and the unrelenting
tensions around Iran. However, to what extent
are the fears of the Sunni part of the “Islamic
world” justified? Is the so-called “Shi‘a
crescent” a reality of contemporary world
politics? Or are we witnessing yet another
argument in the anti-Iranian polemic that has no
real basis?

The growth of anti-Shi‘a sentiments in the
Middle East has been provoked by the growing
influence of Shi‘ites in various countries of the
region, particularly in Iraq, both at the
governmental level and at the level of non-
traditional actors. These are Shi‘a non-state
armed  organizations that have shown
themselves in the fight against DAESH (ISIS,
IS, Islamic State)! and other terrorist groups.?

Another factor contributing to the growth
of Shi‘a influence in the Middle East is Iran’s
commitment to its traditional foreign policy
course, which is characterized by independence
from situational changes in the international
environment and any partnership obligations
that membership in military-political blocs
invariably leads to, as well as adherence to its
own immutable principles, based on the Shi‘a
Islamic mentality.

It should also be emphasized that in the
Sunni world, the continuing growth of Shi‘a
activism is causing concern, due, among other
things, to the development of Shi‘a political
thought and the increasing activity of Shi‘ite
political parties and movements.

The concept of the “Shi‘a arc,” first used
by the Saudi cleric Sefr al-Hawali in 1992, and
then picked up by King Abdullah II of
Jordan in 2004 (i.e., by the Sunni side),* appears

! Hereinafter, an organization included in the list of
terrorist organizations in the Russian Federation is
mentioned.

2 For more information, see: (Chikrizova, 2021).

3 Wright R., Baker P. Iraq, Jordan See Threat to
Election from Iran: Leaders Warn against Forming
Religious State // Washington Post. December 8, 2004.
URL: https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/
A43980-2004Dec7.html (accessed: 14.08.2021).
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quite often in journalistic articles, as well
as in serious academic publications by
Russian (Kurshakov, 2012; Pukhovaya, 2013;
Druzhilovskii, 2016; Sarab’ev, 2019; Khazanov
& Gasratyan, 2021; Shumilin, 2021; Komleva,
2022) and foreign (Thual, 2007; Pahlavi, 2008;
Nisan, 2009; Louér, 2009; 2019, pp. 98—99;
Mabon, 2019; Balanche, 2021) authors.

The topic of the “Shi‘a crescent” is based
on a rough statement of the geographical
continuity of Shi‘ite territory: from northern
India and Pakistan* through Afghanistan to Iran,
southern Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. It is also
about threats to the production and movement
of Middle Eastern hydrocarbons, since many of
the Shi‘ite communities live in close proximity
to the fields where hydrocarbons are produced
and from which they are transported to Western
countries.

Most researchers look for the “Shi‘a factor”
in the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of
Iran, recalling that after the Islamic Revolution
of 1978—1979, Tehran made the “export” of
revolution to the states of the “Islamic world”
the basis of its international activities (Mervin,
2007). But few mention the fact that Ayatollah
R.M. Khomeini, the ideologist of the Iranian
Revolution, never mentioned its Shi‘a nature in
his speeches, statements, and writings. On the
contrary, he always emphasized the pan-Islamic
content of the revolution, trying to convince the
entire Muslim Ummah: despite the fact that the

4 In India, as in Pakistan, Shi‘ites constitute 15—20%
of the Muslim population of the country, making them one
of the significant religious minorities in these countries.
See: Mapping the Global Muslim Population // Pew
Research Center. October 7, 2009. URL:
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2009/10/07/mapping
-the-global-muslim-population/ (accessed: 10.05.2022);
Pakistan 2021  International  Religious Freedom
Report // U.S. Department of State. 2022. P. 4.
URL: https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/
PAKISTAN-2021-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-
FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf (accessed: 10.05.2022). These
states also face Sunni-Shi‘a confrontation in domestic
politics, as well as being involved in the global Sunni-
Shi‘a confrontation. However, this issue is beyond the
scope of our study.
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first Islamic revolution was carried out by
Shi‘ite forces, the state proclaimed in Iran is
precisely “Islamic” in the sense that all Muslims
put into that word,’ regardless of the current or
madhhab.

The authors revealed a lack of studies
analyzing the resource potential of Shi‘a states,
which are commonly included in the “Shi‘a
crescent.”  Consequently, most of the
conclusions about the reality or ephemeral
nature of the “Shi‘a crescent” seem to be
insufficiently substantiated, since they are not
supported by quantitative data. The present
study aims to fill this gap.

Theoretical and Methodological Basis
of the Research

Given the uncertainty of the existence of
the “Shi‘a crescent,” as well as the presence of
complex and contradictory trends in the Middle
East, the views of researchers who consider the
system of international relations as a set of
actions of actors characterized by unpredictable
behavior are of particular interest. Such views
are characteristic of one of the strands of the
realist paradigm — constructive realism. Unlike
its classical political version, constructive
realism focuses not only on the economic,
political, and military performance of countries,
but also on a qualitative analysis of measuring
the role of ideology (Lobell, 2017), religion,
and national identity (meaning the system of
state ideas) by examining dependent and
independent variables (Barkin, 2010; Donnelly,
2008). Such wvariables may include state
interests, economic and investment indicators,
the system of values, etc. The combination of
quantitative and qualitative indicators of the
potential of the “Shi‘a bloc” countries makes it
possible to assess the prospect of the emergence
of the “Shi‘a crescent.”

5 See: Khomeini R. M. Islamic rule. Almaty : Atamura,
1993. (In Russian); Imam Khomeini’s Last Will and
Testament. 1989. URL: https://www.al-islam.org/printpdf/
book/export/html/39086 (accessed: 01.02.2021).
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The methodology used by constructive
realists is founded on inductive theory, based on
the study of cultural or other value-oriented
identities. At the same time, the authors face the
inversion task — to prove that the countries
making up the core of the “Shi‘a crescent,”
despite having common views on the religious
factor, do not have real domestic and foreign
political resources to confront the “Sunni bloc.”
The objectives of the study are not only to
examine the potential of the Shi‘a countries, but
also to search for evidence of the presence or
absence of intra-bloc ties.

The novelty of the study lies in the fact that
to assess the potential of the “Shi‘a crescent”
countries the data obtained from rankings and
indices were taken as the basis. The so-called
“charts power” makes it possible to form a
verified system of views on the potential of the
states in question due to the fact that a number
of Middle Eastern countries do not publish data
on their economic and military potential in open
sources. In addition, it is with the help of
rankings and indices that one can analyze state
behavior, conduct systematic monitoring, and,
after obtaining numerical indicators, rank
groups of countries for comparison (Kelley &
Simmons, 2015, p. 55).

The study is divided into two blocks. The
first is represented by databases reflecting GDP
indicators, the dynamics of exports and imports
of goods, the volume of foreign debt and oil
production of the so-called “Shi‘a crescent” and
the “Sunni bloc.” Using the comparison method,
the potential of each group is evaluated and
possible competitive advantages are identified.
The second Dblock is represented by
rankings/indices which basically rank the
countries according to one or another principle.
Economic rankings and security indices are
chosen for comparative analysis. They are
supposed to be used to assess the combined
place of the countries of the “Shi‘a crescent”
and the “Sunni bloc” in the world economic and
security system.
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Rationale for the “Shi‘a Bloc”

The selection of states for the “Shi‘a bloc”
was a rather difficult task, since there are only a
few states in the world with an overwhelming
majority of Shi‘ite population, but not all of
these countries seek to emphasize their
confessional identity in the international arena.
In this regard, as the study proceeds, reservations
will be made for a number of states.

The inclusion of such states, as Iran
(90—95% of Shi‘ites), Lebanon (45—55% of
Shi‘ites), and Syria (15—20% of Shi‘ites)® in
the states of the “Shi‘a crescent,” is caused by
the fact, that most authors, discussing the “Shi‘a
crescent” include the mentioned countries in it,
because of close relations between political
leaders of these states, as well as the dominance
of Shi‘ite Muslims there in all countries except
Syria, where the Alawites (one of the branches
of Shi‘ism) are an ethno-religious minority, but
it is the Alawites who currently dominate the
government and the armed forces.

Also the “Shi‘a bloc” includes the states
where the majority of population are Shi‘ites —
Iraq (45—55%) and Bahrain (65—75%).
Moreover, Iraq can be called the center of Shi‘a
Islam, since two major Shi‘a shrines, Kerbela
and Najaf, are located on Iraqi territory. The
authoritative schools of Shi‘a theology were
established in these cities.

The inclusion of Yemen (35—40% of
Shi‘ites®) in the bloc of Shi‘a states is due to the
fact that in the academic and political
environment it is widely believed that Tehran is
supporting the Yemeni political Houthi
movement Ansar Allah (Broning, 2008;
Itzhakov, 2018), which consists of Zaydi

¢ Lipka M. The Sunni-Shia Divide: Where They Live,
What They Believe and How They View Each Other //
Pew Research Center. June 18, 2014. URL:
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/18/the-sunni-
shia-divide-where-they-live-what-they-believe-and-how-
they-view-each-other/ (accessed: 02.02.2021).

" Ibid.

8 Mapping the Global Muslim Population / Pew
Research Center. October 7, 2009. URL:
https://www.pewforum.org/2009/10/07/mapping-the-global-
muslim-population/ (accessed: 02.02.2021).
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Shi‘ites.” At the same time, the accusations
against Tehran are not supported by convincing
facts and documentary evidence. In this
regard, one of the secondary objectives
of this study will be to find evidence or
refutation of Iran’s connection to the Yemeni
Houthis.

Rationale for the “Sunni Bloc”

Given the fact that the number of states
where Sunnis make up the majority of the
population is much larger than countries with a
Shi‘a majority, the authors were forced to
decide on the composition of the “Sunni bloc”,
excluding a number of states that have a
significant weight in the “Islamic world” (e.g.
Kuwait and Jordan). This was necessary in
order for the blocs to be comparable in terms of
the number of states. Otherwise, the superiority
of the “Sunni bloc” would be explained by the
simple demographic dominance of Sunnis in the
world, which would make a comparative
analysis of the two blocs irrelevant.

For the “Sunni bloc” we selected countries
that are members of the so-called “Sunni
NATO” (another simulacrum, the analysis of
which, however, is beyond the scope of this
study) and actively oppose the Zaydi movement
Ansar Allah in Yemen. This choice is due to the
anti-Shi‘a  orientation of the Saudi-led
coalition of countries in Yemen. In particular,
Morocco, the UAE, Qatar, and Egypt were
included in the “Sunni bloc” on the grounds that
these states took an active part in operations
“Determination Storm” and “Renewal of Hope”
during the invasion of Yemen to overthrow the
Houthi regime.

Pakistan, which has declared its support
for these operations and its interest in
mediating in the Yemeni crisis, is also
included in this bloc on the grounds that,
according to the Constitution (1973), Islam is
the state religion of the Islamic Republic of

9 Zaydism (az-Zaydiyya) is the common name for the
religious and political groups that recognized the Imamate
of Zayd ibn Ali, the most moderate branch of Shi‘ism. It
was established in the 30s of the 8th century.
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Pakistan (Art. 2).!° This is manifested in the
foreign policy strategy in Islamabad’s desire to
establish itself as one of the leaders of the
“Islamic world.”

Most experts on Pakistan point out that
Islam is central to Islamabad’s “ideological
outlook,”'" making the issues of Islamic
solidarity and promoting the wunity of the
Muslim Ummah as key to Pakistan’s foreign
policy. Islamabad actively cooperates with
Sunni countries, especially Saudi Arabia, on
security agenda. It was Pakistani General
Raheel Sharif who led the Islamic Military
Alliance to Fight Terrorism (IMAFT),
established in 2017 at the initiative of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.'> Thus, Pakistan fits
very naturally into the design of our study.

The Arab Republic of Egypt (ARE) has
traditionally been one of the leading and most
powerful states in the Middle East and North
Africa, often referred to as the “head of the
Arab world.” After the 2013 counter-revolution
that toppled the regime of M. Morsi and the
Muslim Brotherhood Association,'* Egypt, led
by President A. al-Sisi, began to implement the
task of reviving the country’s former power in
the regional arena, which served as the impetus
for the growing involvement of the ARE in the
struggle for dominance in the Middle East and
in counter-terrorism activities. Relying on

1 The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.
1973 // Law & Justice Commission of Pakistan. URL:
http://www.ljcp.gov.pk/Menu%20Items/1973%20Constitut
ion/constitution.htm (accessed: 10.05.2022).

"1 See, for example: Karim U. Pakistan’s Foreign
Policy Outlook: Islamic Solidarity and the Uyghur
Question / RUSI June 8, 2021. URL: https://rusi.org/
explore-our-research/publications/commentary/pakistans-
foreign-policy-outlook-islamic-solidarity-and-uyghur-
question (accessed: 10.05.2022).

12 Kapila S. ‘Sunni Muslim NATO Alliance’ 2017
Commanded by Former Pak Army Chief Reviewed //
Indian Defence Review. May 15, 2017. URL:
http://www.indiandefencereview.com/sunni-muslim-nato-
alliance-2017-commanded-by-former-pak-army-chief-
reviewed/ (accessed: 12.01.2023).

13 Hereinafter, an organization included in the list of
terrorist organizations in the Russian Federation is
mentioned.
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partnership with Western countries and their
satellites in the Middle East, Egypt naturally
became a member of the anti-Houthi coalition.

The Kingdom of Morocco, in turn, has
been called a “showcase of the West” in North
Africa for its close ties with the United States,
France and other European states. Moreover, in
recent years Morocco has intensified its
efforts to implement the concept of “spiritual
security,” that is based on the defense
of the “doctrinal unity of Moroccan Islam,”
which, in turn, is threatened by the growing
influence of Shi‘ite political activism in the
Kingdom (Chikrizova & Morozova, 2020). This
gives us reason to include Morocco in the
“Sunni bloc.”

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has
recently been increasingly positioned in the
academic literature as the growing leader of the
Middle East. While the country’s economic
potential is beyond doubt, the increasing
political ambitions of the UAE are evidenced by
its growing activity in regional processes, such
as the Syrian crisis, the civil war in Yemen, and
the diplomatic blockade of Qatar (2017). In
addition, the inclusion of the UAE in the “Sunni
bloc” can also be justified by the fact that it has
a long-standing territorial dispute with Iran over
the islands of Abu Musa, Greater and Lesser
Tunb, whose belonging to the UAE is disputed
by Tehran.

Tiirkiye’s inclusion in the “Sunni bloc” is
due to the fact that it is actively involved in the
struggle for regional leadership against Iran and
Saudi Arabia, as evidenced by Ankara’s active
intervention in the Syrian crisis and the civil
war in Libya. There is an opinion that the
process of rallying Shi‘ites around Iran was
initiated by the Syrian crisis, which was
perceived by the Shi‘ites as a threat to their
existence (Balanche, 2021).

In addition, mindful of its recent imperial
past, Tirkiye often appeals to the fact that for
several centuries it was the Ottoman sultan who
owned the title of caliph of the Islamic world
(more precisely, its Sunni part), and currently
Tiirkiye has successfully managed to combine
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moderate Islam and democratic principles in its
political system. This makes the Turkish model
attractive to many Middle Eastern states and
allows researchers to consider Tiirkiye as an
integral part of the “Sunni bloc.”

Of course, the authors do not claim that a
“Sunni NATO” exists. Moreover, it is advisable
to point out the existence of numerous problems
in the bilateral relations of some countries
included in the “Sunni bloc” (mainly the Saudi-
Qatari, Saudi-Turkish, Turkish-Egyptian
contradictions). The interaction of some Sunni
countries with states included in the “Shi‘a
bloc” (economic contacts between the UAE and
Iran, interaction between Tiirkiye and Iran
over the Syrian crisis) is not a secret for
us either. However, the authors did not seek an
answer to the question of whether an alliance
of Sunni states acts as a single actor in
world politics, since this requires a separate
study. Nevertheless, this article will draw
some conclusions, which may serve as
a basis for further scientific research on the
problem of a “Sunni NATO” wusing the
methodology and tools applied to assess the
possibility/impossibility of creating a “Shi‘a
crescent.”

Economic and Military
Indicators of the “Shi‘a”
and “Sunni” Blocs

In order to prove or disprove the existence
of the “Shi‘a bloc,” it is necessary to determine
the total potential of the countries included in
the “Shi‘a crescent” and to clarify the
possibility of their aggregate competition with
the “Sunni bloc.” In this regard, it is possible to
use materials, statistical indicators of the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD), the World Trade Organization
(WTO), the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and  Development (OECD)
databases, as well as indicators of the World
Bank, etc. (Tables 1 and 2).

Based on the database materials, the
following intermediate conclusions can be made.
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The total GDP potential of the Sunni
countries is twice as much as that of the “Shi‘a
bloc.” At the same time, the external debt of the
“Sunni bloc” is larger, as are the export-import
indicators, which indicates their greater
involvement in the world economy. This
confirms the theoretical thesis of constructive
realism that the presence of strong ties between
individual state units increases the potential for
their involvement in individual economic systems.

Based on the data in Table 2 on the foreign
trade partners of the “Shi‘a” and “Sunni” blocs,
it is clear that Sunni countries are more open to
cooperation with the world’s strongest
economies and also do not exclude cooperation
with countries in the opposite camp. At the
same time, the states also included in the “Sunni
bloc” are not among the top five foreign trade
partners for all but Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the
UAE. This is due to the fact that Sunni
countries have similar categories of export
goods. Therefore, it is natural that they supply
their goods to states outside the Middle East.

What Sunni countries have in common in
their value system is that they are more open to
interaction with non-Muslim countries. This is
explained, first of all, by the secular nature of
the regimes in the vast majority of Sunni
countries, i.e., religious authorities there do not
have a significant influence on politics.
Moreover, in Saudi Arabia, the only theocratic
state, clerics often serve the interests of the
ruling regime by issuing fatwas justifying the
Saudi state’s cooperation with non-Muslim
countries (Kosach, 2013).

In turn, the values and ideology of the
states included in the “Shi‘a bloc,” due to the
very essence of Shi‘a doctrine, should be based
on the concept of justice and the postulate of the
struggle against oppressors (Chikrizova, 2017),
which mainly include countries that implement
the policy of neocolonialism. Struggle,
therefore, excludes cooperation and close
interaction with such countries, which limits the
range of potential economic partners of the
“Shi‘a bloc.”
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Table 1
Comparative Indicators of the Economic Potential of the “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” Blocs in 2021
Total external Qil production Export of goods, | Import of goods
Country | GDP,mIn USD | ¢ min USD aln tons o USD | minUSD
“Sunni bloc”
Morocco 130 255 65.414 n/a 35 843 58 034
UAE 418 279 237.6* 164.4 425 160 347 529
KSA 830 325 205.1%* 515.0 276 179 152 850
Qatar 185 666 167.8* 73.3 87 203 27 985
Tiirkiye 808 338 435451 n/a 225218 271 426
Egypt 405911 143.246 29.6 43 626 83 503
Pakistan 293 935 130.433 n/a 28 319 72 515
Total: 3072709 1 385.044 782.3 1121 548 941 327
“Shi‘a bloc”

IRI 1410912 10.349 167.7 71 646 48 978
Lebanon n/a 66.893 n/a 4 590 13 857
Syria n/a 5.029 4.6 739 6463

Iraq 202 449 25.263 200.8 86 298 66 217
Yemen 33755 7.587 2.8 662 5204

Bahrain 38 313 52.15% n/a 22 369 14 188
Total: 1 685 429 167.271 375.9 186 304 154 907

Source: UNCTADStat Country Profile / UNCTAD. URL: https://unctadstat.unctad.org/CountryProfile/en-GB/index.html
(accessed: 12.12.2022); International Debt Statistics (IDS) // The World Bank. URL: https://www.worldbank.org/
en/programs/debt-statistics/ids (accessed: 12.12.2022); BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2022 // BP. URL:
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/energy-economics/statistical-review/bp-stats-
review-2022-full-report.pdf (accessed: 12.12.2022).

* — The World Bank reports do not contain data on the external debt of a number of countries. In this case, the authors
resorted to the data of the CIA World Factbook (2017). URL: https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/
(accessed: 12.12.2022).

Note: n/a— no data available.

Top 5 Foreign Trade Partners for the “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” Blocs in 2021

Table 2

“Sunni bloc” “Shi‘a bloc”
Country Top 5 partners EXI:::II: ;'Josl]u)me, Country Top 5 partners EXI:::;: ‘Ifjosl]u)me,
Morocco 1. Spain 8473 Iran 1. China 15367
2. France 8153 2. China (Taiwan) 8797
3. India 1936 3. Iraq 7631
4. Brazil 1 663 4. India 6616
5. Italy 1 652 5. Tiirkiye 5670
UAE 1. India 60 650 Lebanon 1. Switzerland + 860
2. China 40 102 Liechtenstein
3. Japan 36 690 2. UAE 577
4. Iraq 28 028 3. KSA 261
5. KSA 23934 4. Republic of Korea 195
5. Iraq 184
KSA 1. China 57 591 Syria 1. Iraq 599
2. India 29 443 2. KSA 29
3. Japan 29211 3. Lebanon 24
4. Republic of Korea 25261 4. Tiirkiye 18
5. UAE 15376 5. Algeria 16
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End of table 2
“Sunni bloc” “Shi‘a bloc¢”
Country Top S partners EXI:::II: ;fjoslgme, Country Top S partners EXI:::II: ;rjoslgme,
Qatar 1. China 13 336 Iraq 1. China 21 630
2. Japan 11 740 2. India 20 825
3. India 11 590 3. Republic of Korea 6 662
4. Republic of Korea 11552 4. USA 6 464
5. Singapore 5237 5. Greece 4578
Tiirkiye 1. Germany 19311 Yemen 1. China 176
2. USA 14723 2. Thailand 133
3. Great Britain 13 704 3. KSA4 67
4. Italy 11474 4. UAE 44
5. Iraq 11126 5. Austria 40
Egypt 1. USA 2 813 Bahrain 1. UAE 4632
2. KSA 2775 2. KSA 3417
3. India 2 681 3. USA 1711
4. Ttaly 2 475 4. Japan 1342
5. Tiirkiye 2473 5. Oman 884
Pakistan 1. USA 6077
2. China 3034
3. Great Britain 2104
4. Germany 1 564
5. Netherlands 1397

Note. Partner countries belonging to the same bloc are shown in bold; partner countries in the opposite bloc are in italics.
Source: UNCTADStat Country Profile / UNCTAD. URL: https://unctadstat.unctad.org/CountryProfile/en-GB/index.html

(accessed: 12.12.2022).

The ideology based on the Shi‘ite worldview is
becoming a factor hindering the growth of the
involvement of the states of the “Shi‘a bloc” in
the modern world economy. However, the data
in Table 2 show that a number of countries
(Lebanon, Iraq, Bahrain) actively trade with
both Western countries (mainly the United
States) and pro-Western Eastern countries
(Japan, South Korea). This may indicate
either the unwillingness of these countries
to be associated with the “Shi‘a bloc,”
or a desire to diversify trade and economic
contacts. Additional data are needed to clarify
the reason.

Based on the above, there is a direct
correlation between the degree of openness of
Sunni countries to the non-Islamic world and
economic indicators.

The oil sector is a key to the economies of
the Middle Eastern states. The indicators
obtained by consulting the British Petroleum
(BP) database suggest a lower potential for oil
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exports from the “Shi‘a bloc.” In addition, the
low oil production indicators will not allow the
countries included in the “Shi‘a crescent” to
establish a system of intra-bloc trade in
hydrocarbons in order to meet their own needs
(as, for example, the USSR could provide
energy resources to its satellites from among
the socialist bloc countries). Dumping oil
prices for the allies would be an unaffordable
luxury for Iran and Iraq, since then they would
lose serious budget revenues of petrodollars
from the sale of “black gold” to countries such
as China.

To assess the military capabilities of the
states in the “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” blocs, the
authors analyzed such indicators as total volume
of military spending, the number of armed
forces, and the number of imported
conventional arms, using the UN Register of
Conventional Arms, as well as SIPRI and
Global Firepower (Table 3).
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Table 3
Comparative Indicators of the Military Potential
of the “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” blocs in 2004—2023

Total Number
Total military | number of imports
Country expenditures, | of armed |of conventional
min USD forces, arms
(2021) people (2004—2021),
(2023) units
“Sunni bloc”
Morocco 4997.4 375 000 1627
UAE n/a 77 000 21103
KSA 53759.1 350 000 14 822
Qatar 11265.0 86 550 1 445
Tiirkiye 16708.8 775 000 30 094
Egypt 4876.5 1220 000 8 099
Pakistan 10324.5 1704 000 14 408
Total: 101 931.3 4 587 550 91 598
“Shi‘a bloc”
IRI 17574.9 1015000 0*
Lebanon n/a 105 000 519
Syria n/a 150 000 114
Iraq 5359.5 330 000 8325
Yemen n/a 420 000 685
Bahrain 1367.7 133 000 1 884
Total: 24 302.1 2 153 000 11 527

Note. The designation “n/a” in the Total Military
Expenditures column means that no data could be found
for the indicated countries.

* — Since 2004, UNROCA has no data on the number of
imports of conventional arms received by Iran, so it is not
possible to calculate the total number of imports
of conventional arms in the case of the Islamic Republic
of Iran.

Source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database // Stockholm
International ~ Peace  Research  Institute. =~ URL:
https://milex.sipri.org/sipri (accessed: 12.12.2022); Global
Firepower Nations Index (2023) // Global Firepower.
URL: https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries.asp
(accessed: 12.01.2023); United Nations Register of
Conventional ~Arms. URL:  https://www.unroca.org
(accessed: 12.12.2022).

Based on the data obtained, we can
conclude that the military indicators of the
Sunni countries are five times higher than those
of the Shi‘ite ones. This is due both to the
economic superiority of the “Sunni bloc”
described earlier, and to the existing
international restrictions on the supply of
various types of arms to the “Shi‘a bloc.”
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In addition, internal political contradictions
in some Shi‘ite states, in particular regarding
the permissible level of interaction with Iran,
have a negative impact on the intra-bloc
consolidation of the so-called “Shi‘a crescent,”
including in the issue of supplying conventional
arms. Let wus briefly characterize these
contradictions.

Bahrain, as already noted, is a Shi‘ite-
majority state, with the ruling dynasty, the Al
Khalifa, practicing a Sunni interpretation of
Islam. In addition, Bahrain is a member of the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and one of
Saudi Arabia’s key trade and economic partners
(see Table 2). The participation of GCC
countries in the suppression of anti-government
protests in Bahrain in 2011, as well as
Manama’s pro-Saudi position in the 2017
diplomatic crisis around Qatar, is evidence
of Bahrain’s strong political ties with
its neighbors on the Arabian Peninsula.
It should also not be forgotten that Manama
has problems in its relations with Tehran,
related, among other things, to the latter’s
long-standing claims to include Bahrain’s
territory into the Iranian state.

In light of the fact that political, as well
as expert and academic circles are
increasingly concerned about the spread of
Iran’s influence on Bahraini Shi‘ites, the
leadership of the Kingdom is trying to “hide” its
Shi‘a identity by taking radical measures
for this. Since the mid-2000s, the country has
been implementing a program for the
naturalization of foreign residents of the Sunni
denomination in order to overcome the
“skewed” demographic situation in favor of
Shi‘ites (Louér, 2012, p. 101).

As for Syria, which has traditionally been
the “heart of the Arab world” and had one
of the strongest armies in the region, the
country is currently struggling to overcome
the consequences of a long civil war:
its infrastructure is destroyed, terrorist
organizations have not yet been completely
eradicated from Syria, and its economy
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is in decline. This is evidenced by the
ranking data, as well as the fact that in
a number of rankings Syria simply could not be
assessed.

Lebanon is one of the “solid middlings” of
the “Shi‘a bloc.” At the same time, on the one
hand, modern Lebanon suffers from the
harmful influence of the situation in which
neighboring Syria has been for 12 years.
Moreover, within Lebanon itself there is a
problem  of  ethno-religious imbalance:
Christians are clearly no longer the majority of
the population; Palestinian refugees are Sunni;
Syrian refugees are also predominantly Sunni;
there is a higher growth rate of Shi‘ite
population than of Christian and Sunni.
All of this may soon lead the country to a
repeat of the bloody and destructive civil war
of 1975—1990.

On the other hand, Lebanon has several
advantages over other Shi‘a states. Beirut has
friendly relations with Western (Christian)
countries, which the government is trying to
maintain and increase. As a secular state with
a multi-confessional identity, Lebanon seeks
to participate in all existing projects of
inter-religious dialogue, and even initiates
some of them. Thus, on September 16, 2019,

at the initiative of Lebanese President
M. Aoun, the UN General Assembly
resolution A/RES/73/344  “Academy for

Human Contacts and Dialogue” was adopted,
which authorizes the creation of the Academy
of the same name in the Lebanese capital,
Beirut.'"* The goal of the Academy was
proclaimed “to establish contacts and dialogue
between people.”!> Thus, Lebanon also does
not position itself as a Shi‘a state.

4 Academy for Human Encounters and Dialogue //
YouTube. October 24, 2019. URL: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=H-0gm6BGHKkO (accessed: 12.10.2021).

15 Resolution A/RES/73/344 adopted by the General
Assembly on 16 September 2019 “Academy for Human
Encounters and Dialogue” // United Nations. 2019. URL:
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N19/
284/24/PDF/N1928424.pdf?OpenElement (accessed:
12.01.2023).
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Today’s Iraq is currently facing such
problems as the lack of effective state
institutions capable of ensuring national
security and fighting terrorism without the help
of external forces and non-state armed actors;
discrimination against the Sunni population as
a result of the de-Ba’athification process and
U.S. reliance on Shi‘ites; the lack of war-
damaged infrastructure and a declining
economy.

Yemen is a state where the Shi‘a factor
has a serious influence on the political
situation. However, Yemen has been in a state
of periodic renewed civil war for almost 30
years. At present there is a very difficult
situation in the health sector (epidemics,
unsanitary conditions, lack of drinking water).
Infrastructure is destroyed and the economy is
in decline.

According to constructive  realism,
conventional arms exports are a direct
dependent variable on military expenditures. It
can be assumed that ideologically close
countries should interact more closely with
each other on mutual exchange/trade of arms.
In order to understand whether the countries of
the “Shi‘a bloc” fit into this assumption, it is
necessary to assess the level of their arms trade
through a network analysis of conventional
arms exports among the bloc’s countries. The
figures for the “Sunni bloc” are also presented
for comparison (Figure 1).

Figure 1 shows that Iran and Tiirkiye are
the key arms suppliers within the blocs (the
thickness of the edges of the graph reflects the
number of weapons transferred by the exporter
to the importer). It is clear that the countries of
the “Shi‘a bloc” do not have the technical
ability to exchange arms, because they are
dependent on arms exports, including
from the “Sunni bloc.” In the event of a
confrontation between countries of these two
blocs, it would be easier for the Sunni
countries to reorient themselves to a common
military strategy and to exchange different
types of conventional arms, given the existing
indicators.
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Figure 1. Network Analysis of Conventional Arms Exports between “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” Blocs, 2018—2021*
Source: compiled by the authors on the basis of data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. URL:
https://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/page/values.php_(accessed: 22.10.2022).

* The SIPRI database does not contain information on arms deliveries from Iran for 2018—2021, but it does record
information on the most recent announced deliveries in earlier years, as reflected in the figure: to Lebanese Hezbollah in
2006, to the Yemeni Houthis in 2017, to Iraq in 2014—2015, to Syria in 2006, 2008—2016.

Unlike the “Shi‘a bloc,” the Sunni states
have a more intensive arms exchange within it,
which potentially serves as a reinforcing link in
its military and political activities. This cannot
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serve as direct evidence of the existence of a
“Sunni NATO,” but it is an example of the
growing dynamics of intra-bloc cooperation in
the field of conventional arms.
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Table 4
The Place of the “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” Blocs in Economic and Security Rankings in 2020—2023
“Sunni bloc” “Shi‘a bloc”
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ECONOMICS
1 | Doing Business Index (2020) 53 116 | 62 | 77 | 33 | 114|108 ] 66 [127|143|176|172187| 43 | 126
2 | Human Capital Index (2020) 110 43 | 84 | 49 | 48 | 115|144 85 | 75 |104| — |143|161| 46 | 88
SECURITY

3 | Global Terrorism Index (2021) | 76 | 93 | 54 | 93 | 23 | 15 | 10 [ 52 (27 |51 | S | 2 |21 | 65 | 28
Global Peace Index (2021) 79 | 52 |125| 29 | 149|126 (150|101 |142|147|161|159[162| 102 | 146

5 | Global Firepower Index (2023) | 61 | 56 | 22 [ 65 | 11 | 14 | 7 | 34| 17 [111| 64 | 45| 74| 79 | 65

Notes:

The countries with the highest economic rankings within each bloc and the lowest rankings in the Global Terrorism Index
(the lower the state in this ranking, the lower the terrorist threat there) are highlighted in light grey.

The countries with the lowest economic rankings within each bloc and the highest rankings in the Global Terrorism Index
are marked in dark grey.

Source: compiled by the authors based on: Doing Business Index. URL: https://www.doingbusiness.org/
content/dam/doingBusiness/pdf/db2020/Doing-Business-2020 rankings.pdf (accessed: 10.02.2022); Human Capital
Index. URL: https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/human-capital (accessed: 10.02.2022); Global Terrorism Index.
URL: https://www.visionothumanity.org/maps/global-terrorism-index/#/ (accessed: 10.02.2022); Global Peace Index.

URL: https://www.visionofhumanity.org/maps/#/

(accessed:

10.02.2022); Global Firepower Index. URL:

https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing.php (accessed: 10.02.2023).

“Charts Power” of the “Shi‘a Crescent”

In order to be able to assert the presence or
absence of the “Shi‘a crescent,” it is necessary
to outline the main factors of the consolidation
of bloc countries in the economic and security
spheres. In this regard, in addition to the
previously considered indicators of international
databases, it is useful to assess the level of trust
in Shi‘a countries and the readiness of third
countries (extra-regional actors) to support joint
actions of the “Shi‘a bloc” in the event of a crisis.

Let’s look at the rankings, which will help
assess the potential ability of the “Shi‘a bloc” to
get new trade and economic partners,
including on the basis of the domestic political
situation  (presence/absence of a terrorist
threat, military potential) (Table 4).

According to security rankings, the
situation in the “Shi‘a bloc” countries is more
unstable, if not critical, compared to the
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situation in the Sunni states. This is due to the
high level of terrorist threats, and with a
shortage of conventional arms, this leads to an
inability to ensure the normal functioning of
the security system.

Based on the data in Table 4, it also
becomes evident that the gap between the
“leader” (2nd place) and the “outsider” (65th
place) of the terrorist threat ranking within the
“Shi‘a bloc” is less significant (63 points) than
within the “Sunni bloc” (83 points, provided
that the index for the UAE and Qatar is not
calculated, so they are automatically assigned
the 93rd place). The situation in the Global
Peace Index is similar, the gap between the
best and worst place in the “Shi‘a bloc” is 60
points. This is easily explained by the fact that
two of the six Shi‘a states are currently
experiencing civil wars (Syria, Yemen), and
Iraq has not yet fully restored its state
institutions after the intervention of the US and
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its allies (2003) and the terror of the Islamic
State (ISIS, IS) banned in Russia.

The military capability ranking also
demonstrates the leadership of the “Sunni
bloc,” and the states with the highest positions
in each bloc (Pakistan and Iran) are 10 points
apart from each other. At the same time, there
is a more significant difference between the
leader and the outsider within the “Shi‘a bloc”
(94 points), while all the Sunni states do not go
beyond the top 65 of the Global Firepower
Index. Thus, the data in this ranking only
confirm the conclusions drawn in the
assessment of military capability indicators
(see Table 3).

Against the background of domestic
political instability and lack of peace, external
actors cannot have confidence in the
“Shi‘a bloc” countries and, therefore,
prefer not to invest in the development of their
economies and not to do business in these
countries.

On the contrary, the Sunni countries,
which, according to the rankings, have a more
positive security picture, have a higher place in
the economic rankings. Under such conditions,
foreign partners are more willing to cooperate
with the “Sunni bloc,” and when combined
with the greater openness of their economies as
compared to the economies of Shi‘a states, as
mentioned above, Sunni countries’ positions in
the said rankings turn out to be so high. In the
long term, the countries of the “Shi‘a bloc” do
not yet have much hope for expanding
investment flows into their economies.

Conclusion

Summarizing the results of the analysis of
economic and security indicators, as well as
the rankings that fix the economic potential of
the “Sunni” and “Shi‘a” blocs and reflect the
internal political situation in them, we can
claim the invalidity of the assertions about the
existence of the so-called “Shi‘a crescent.”
This is evidenced, firstly, by the weak ties
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within the “Shi‘a bloc,” as well as insufficient
economic and military resources to position
themselves as a collective actor. In addition, it
has been shown that a number of states
included in the “Shi‘a crescent” have closer
contacts with Sunni states, including in
security. This is especially true of Bahrain,
which is a member of the Gulf Cooperation
Council and participates in all of the
organization’s projects.

As for security, the authors, based on
empirical data, confirmed the negative trends
in the internal political situation in the states of
the “Shi‘a bloc,” which are associated with a
high level of terrorist threats, the active phase
of armed conflicts in Syria and Yemen, the
permanent instability in Iraq, as well as
the protracted crisis in Lebanon, accompanied
by civil unrest. A network analysis of
conventional weapons transfers demonstrates
the weakness of cooperation within the “Shi‘a
bloc.” In particular, Tehran’s military support
of the Yemeni Houthi movement over the past
few years has not been confirmed, and no
evidence has been found of Iran supplying
arms to the Lebanese Shi‘a Hezbollah party
since 2006.

The analysis of conventional arms
transfers also demonstrated the existence of
strong ties between a number of Shi‘a states
and the “Sunni bloc”, primarily Tiirkiye, the
UAE, and Pakistan. Such cooperation in the
event of an armed confrontation (most likely,
according to most experts, between Iran and
Saudi Arabia) would undermine cooperation
within the “Shi‘a bloc” and hinder coordination
in the field of defense and security.

Separately, it should be highlighted the
ideological differences within the “Shi‘a bloc,”
which, although they are not the subject of
research and require special close attention of
scholars, nevertheless, cannot be completely
ignored, since the authors analyze the “Shi‘a
crescent” from the position of constructive
realism. Such discrepancies include, firstly, the
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fact that the population or the ruling elite of
certain countries of the “Shi‘a bloc” belong to
heterodox Shi‘ite currents, such as Zaydism
(Yemen) and Alawism (Syria). It is noteworthy
that the former, according to Islamic scholars,
is much closer in spirit to Sunni Islam than to
Shi‘a Islam, while Alawism, in turn, is a
syncretic doctrine with elements not only of
Islam, but also of Christianity. For its
deification of Imam Ali, Alawism is considered
by many Islamic scholars, both Sunni and
Shi‘a, to be a heresy and even idolatry that
violates the basic principle of Islam —
monotheism (al-tawhid).

Secondly, researchers who discuss the
“Shi‘a crescent” often ignore the deep
ideological contradictions between various
Shi‘a parties, which can be divided into pro-
Iranian and anti-Iranian. In particular, the Shi‘a
political parties of Bahrain, as well as Saudi
Arabia, belong to the opponents of the Iranian
model of development; they do not consider
the Iranian Rahbar (Supreme Leader)
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as their spiritual
leader and marja al-taklid (“role model”).'®
Therefore, speaking about Iran’s influence on
the Kingdom’s domestic political processes is
to fall into a deep delusion.

Finally, the foreign policy practices of
such “Shi‘a bloc” states as Bahrain and
Lebanon (and only they, apart from Iran, are
not currently experiencing an armed conflict)
inherently demonstrate the unwillingness of the
leaders of these countries to be associated with
Iran, which in the eyes of its neighbors has the
image of a regional pariah and a very

16 Marja al-taqlid (Arabic for “role model”) is a title for
Shi‘a spiritual authorities who have reached the highest
level of knowledge in the Islamic sciences, which entitles
them to serve as spiritual guides for ordinary believers.
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unfriendly state. Sanctions have been imposed
on Iran, which significantly limit Tehran’s
political and economic opportunities, and could
have negative consequences for its partners.
Allied relations link Iran only with Syria, but
only as long as Bashar al-Assad is in power
there.

Iran’s relations with Iraq are based
primarily on coordination of efforts to combat
international terrorism, as well as on
partnership in the trade and economic sphere,
although Iran’s influence in that country has
grown significantly in  recent  years.
Nevertheless, all of this indicates the bilateral
nature of Tehran’s interaction with the rest of
the countries we have included in the “Shi‘a
bloc,” and does not suggest that Iran or any
other Shi‘ite state has plans to create the “Shi‘a
crescent.” Thus, the opinion of some experts
about the central role of Iran in consolidating
the “Shi‘a crescent” (Nisan, 2009) is not
supported by empirical data.

It has also been established that the real
domestic and foreign political resources of the
states united in the so-called “Shi‘a crescent”
are insignificant in comparison with the
potential of the “Sunni bloc.” Moreover, it is
the countries of the “Shi‘a bloc” that are the
source of regional conflict. Therefore, the
obvious conclusion is that fears about the
formation of an influential bloc of Shi‘ite
states are greatly exaggerated. This benefits
primarily Iran’s enemies (e.g., the US) and its
rivals for regional leadership, mainly Saudi
Arabia. Anti-Shi‘a hysteria allows Riyadh to
justify many of its foreign policy actions, such
as armed intervention in Yemen and its
negotiations with Pakistan on the transfer of
nuclear arms technology to Saudi Arabia.
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