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1. Introduction 

The geopolitical landscape of the contemporary Middle East is frequently characterized by the 
persistent and often violent friction between the Sunni and Shia branches of Islam. While 
theological disputes regarding the succession of the Prophet Muhammad and the interpretation 
of the Quran form the historical bedrock of this divide, the twenty first century has witnessed 
the transformation of these religious nuances into potent instruments of statecraft. Central to 
this transformation is the role of the United States, which has navigated the complex sectarian 
topography of the region with a strategy that has evolved from reactive containment to the 
proactive instrumentalization of identity. This paper explores the strategic trajectory of 
American foreign policy as it has interfaced with the Sunni-Shia schism, arguing that the United 
States has systematically leveraged these internal Islamic fractures to advance its own 
hegemonic interests, ensure energy security, and contain regional rivals. 

The narrative of sectarianism in the Middle East is often oversimplified as an ancient, immutable 
hatred. However, a rigorous historical analysis reveals that the salience of sectarian identity is 
frequently a product of modern political competition rather than medieval theology. The 1979 
Islamic Revolution in Iran served as the primary catalyst for this modern era, as the transition of 
a key American ally into a revolutionary Shia theocracy fundamentally upended the regional 
balance of power. In the decades that followed, the United States found itself in a position 
where managing the "Shia threat" became synonymous with regional stability. This necessitated 
a series of shifting alliances, most notably with the Sunni-led monarchies of the Persian Gulf 
and, for a critical period in the 1980s, the Ba'athist regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq. 

The Iran-Iraq War (1980–1988) represents the first major instance of the United States 
employing a "Balance of Power" strategy that capitalized on sectarian tensions. By providing 
tactical, economic, and intelligence support to Iraq, the U.S. sought to utilize the "Sunni Shield" 
to prevent the export of the Iranian revolution. Yet, the simultaneous and clandestine arming of 
Iran during the Iran-Contra affair demonstrated a more cynical layer of strategy: the desire to 
see both sides exhausted by a war of attrition. This dual-sided approach ensured that neither 
the Sunni nor the Shia power could emerge as a dominant regional hegemon capable of 
threatening global oil markets or American interests. 

The strategic calculations of the twentieth century were largely discarded in the wake of the 
2003 invasion of Iraq. The removal of Saddam Hussein and the subsequent de-Ba'athification of 
the Iraqi state inadvertently shattered the very Sunni bulwark the U.S. had previously cultivated. 
This created a political vacuum that was rapidly filled by Shia factions, many of whom 
maintained deep ideological and military ties to Tehran. The resulting "Shia Crescent"—an arc of 
influence extending from Iran through Iraq and Syria to Lebanon—represented a significant 
strategic failure for the United States, as it effectively handed a regional victory to its primary 
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adversary. The rise of extremist Sunni groups such as Al-Qaeda in Iraq and later ISIS can be 
viewed as the violent reaction to this perceived sectarian imbalance, a conflict that the U.S. was 
forced to mediate throughout the 2010s. 

As of March 2026, the region is embroiled in a new and even more volatile phase of this 
sectarian-geopolitical saga. Operation Roaring Lion, the current military campaign directed 
against Iranian interests and its regional proxies, marks the culmination of a decade-long effort 
to reverse the gains made by the Shia Axis. This conflict is characterized by a "Maximum 
Pressure 2.0" strategy, which seeks to dismantle the geographical and political continuity of the 
Shia Crescent. By backing the new Sunni-led administration in Syria and consolidating a formal 
defense alliance among the Sunni Gulf monarchies, the United States is once again utilizing 
sectarian identity as a force multiplier. 

This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of this half-century of strategic maneuvering. It 
begins by establishing the theological foundations of the Sunni-Shia divide to clarify that the 
conflict is driven by interpretation and authority rather than fundamental differences in the 
Quranic text. It then moves chronologically through the major shifts in American policy, from 
the containment strategies of the Cold War era to the structural upheavals of the post-9/11 
period. Finally, it addresses the current 2026 conflict, examining how the U.S. is leveraging 
internal ethnic and religious grievances within Iran to destabilize the regime from within. 
Through this examination, the paper aims to provide a definitive account of how the "sectarian 
lever" has become a permanent fixture of American diplomacy in the Middle East. 

 

2. Theological Foundations: Convergences and Divergences in Quranic Interpretation 

To understand the political instrumentalization of sectarian identity, one must first establish the 
theological parameters of the Sunni-Shia divide, particularly regarding the central text of Islam: 
the Quran. A common misconception in Western discourse is that the two branches possess 
different versions of the holy book. In reality, the Arabic text of the Quran is identical across the 
Muslim world. Both Sunni and Shia traditions maintain that the Quran is the verbatim word of 
God as revealed to the Prophet Muhammad through the Angel Gabriel. The divergence 
between the two sects does not lie in the words on the page, but rather in the methodology of 
interpretation, the source of interpretive authority, and the historical narrative of the book’s 
compilation. These nuances provide the necessary "theological friction" that political actors 
have exploited to define "in-groups" and "out-groups" throughout history. 

Interpretation and the Zahir-Batin Dichotomy 

The primary theological distinction involves the layers of meaning attributed to the Quranic text. 
Sunni theology generally prioritizes the Zahir, or the apparent and literal meaning of the verses. 
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While Sunni scholars certainly engage in deep linguistic and historical analysis, the objective is 
typically to derive clear moral, legal, and spiritual guidance that is accessible through 
established scholarly consensus. The interpretation is bound by the Sunnah—the recorded 
actions and sayings of the Prophet—as transmitted by his companions. For the Sunni 
establishment, the Quran is a complete and transparent guide for the community, and the 
death of the Prophet marked the end of divine communication with humanity. 

Conversely, Shia theology introduces the concept of Batin, or the hidden, esoteric meaning of 
the Quran. Shias believe that while the literal text provides a framework for daily life, the 
deeper spiritual truths of the revelation are veiled and require divine guidance to unlock. This 
interpretive process, known as Ta'wil, suggests that certain verses contain allegorical references 
to the family of the Prophet and the spiritual station of the Imams. From a Shia perspective, the 
Quran is an infinite ocean of meaning, and a standard literal reading is insufficient to grasp the 
totality of God’s message. This creates a theological necessity for an ongoing, divinely inspired 
interpreter. 

Authority and the Speaking Quran 

The difference in interpretation leads directly to a difference in authority. For Sunnis, authority 
is vested in the Ulama (scholars) who interpret the Quran and Sunnah through Ijma (consensus) 
and Qiyas (analogical reasoning). This system is relatively decentralized and relies on the 
historical integrity of the Sahaba (the Prophet’s companions). The U.S. and its allies have 
historically found this model useful for engaging with state-sponsored religious establishments 
in countries like Saudi Arabia or Egypt, where scholars can provide religious legitimacy for state 
policies. 

In Shia Islam, authority is centralized in the Imams—specifically the twelve descendants of the 
Prophet through his daughter Fatima and his cousin Ali. The Shia believe that the Prophet left 
behind "Two Weighty Things": the Quran and the Ahl al-Bayt (his family). The Imam is often 
described as the "Speaking Quran," a living guide who ensures the "Silent Quran" (the written 
book) is not misinterpreted or manipulated. This concept of a living, divinely guided authority 
was modernised by Ayatollah Khomeini into the doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih (Guardianship of the 
Jurist), which grants the supreme leader of Iran political and religious oversite. By positioning 
the Iranian leadership as the ultimate interpreter of the divine will, the Shia tradition provides a 
powerful mechanism for political mobilization that the U.S. has struggled to counter through 
traditional diplomatic means. 

Historical Narratives of Compilation 

The historical accounts of how the Quran was collected also differ, contributing to the sense of 
separate identities. Sunni tradition credits the third Caliph, Uthman ibn Affan, with 
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standardizing the written text to prevent regional variations. This Uthmanic codex is the version 
used today. While Shia Muslims accept the validity of this text, their tradition emphasizes that 
Imam Ali, the first Shia Imam, had compiled his own version shortly after the Prophet’s death. 
Ali’s compilation was said to be arranged in chronological order of revelation and included 
extensive commentary explaining the context of each verse. Although Ali eventually accepted 
the Uthmanic version for the sake of Muslim unity, the narrative of a "hidden" or "suppressed" 
commentary reinforces the Shia sense of being the guardians of the true, inner knowledge of 
the faith. 

It is important to note that mainstream Shia scholars have for centuries rejected the notion of 
Tahrif, or the idea that the Quran was physically altered or that verses were removed. However, 
the historical tension regarding whose compilation was "more complete" or "more accurate" 
has been used by polemicists on both sides to question the religious legitimacy of the other. In 
modern conflict zones, these ancient debates are frequently revived in digital propaganda to 
paint the opposing sect as heretical or as "distorters" of the faith. 

Sectarianism as a Political Lens 

The significance of these theological foundations for U.S. strategy lies in their ability to create 
rigid social and political boundaries. When the U.S. supported the "Sunni Shield" in the 1980s, it 
was not engaging in a debate over Zahir and Batin. Instead, it was utilizing the existing social 
cohesion provided by Sunni identity to build a regional wall against the "Speaking Quran" 
authority of revolutionary Iran. Similarly, the 2003 invasion of Iraq did not just change a 
government; it fundamentally shifted which theological framework held the keys to state power. 
By understanding that the Quran serves as a different type of authority for each group—a 
communal legal code for one and a source of esoteric, hierarchical leadership for the other—the 
United States has been able to tailor its diplomatic and military interventions to favor the group 
that best aligns with its immediate strategic goals. 

 

3. The 1979 Turning Point: The Birth of the Modern Sectarian Geopolitical Map 

The year 1979 stands as the singular most consequential year in the modern history of the 
Middle East, representing a tectonic shift that permanently altered the strategic calculus of the 
United States. Before this period, American regional policy was anchored by the Two Pillars 
strategy, which relied on the dual support of Pahlavi Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to 
ensure stability and the uninterrupted flow of oil. This arrangement largely transcended 
sectarian considerations, as both regimes were pro-Western, anti-communist, and status quo 
powers. However, the collapse of the Iranian monarchy and the subsequent rise of the Islamic 
Republic under Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini transformed the Sunni-Shia divide from a dormant 
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theological distinction into an active, militarized fault line that the United States would spend 
the next half-century attempting to manage. 

The Collapse of the Two Pillars 

The Iranian Revolution was not merely a change in government; it was a fundamental rejection 
of the Western-led international order. For the United States, the loss of the Shah meant the 
loss of its primary military proxy in the Persian Gulf. More alarmingly, the new regime in Tehran 
introduced a revolutionary brand of Shia Islamism that was explicitly expansionist. Khomeini’s 
doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih claimed a mandate that exceeded national borders, calling for the 
liberation of the oppressed (Mustad'afin) across the Muslim world. This rhetoric was particularly 
threatening to the oil-rich, Sunni-led monarchies of the Gulf, which governed significant, and 
often disenfranchised, Shia minorities. 

The U.S. response to this "Shia Peril" was immediate but initially disorganized. The 444-day 
hostage crisis at the American embassy in Tehran served to solidify Iran as the primary 
antagonist in Washington’s regional worldview. Consequently, U.S. planners began to view the 
Sunni-Shia divide through the lens of containment. If Iran was to be the "revolutionary center" 
of the Shia world, then the Sunni Arab states—led by Saudi Arabia and Iraq—would have to be 
bolstered as the "conservative perimeter." This was the moment the United States began to 
consciously align its strategic interests with Sunni identity, effectively turning a religious sect 
into a geopolitical barrier. 

Exporting the Revolution and the Sunni Counter-Reaction 

The Iranian leadership wasted no time in attempting to export their revolutionary model. In 
1979 and 1980, Shia-led protests and uprisings broke out in the Qatif region of Saudi Arabia and 
among the Shia majority in Bahrain. In Iraq, the Dawa Party, emboldened by the events in 
Tehran, increased its resistance against the secular Ba'athist regime. These events validated the 
worst fears of Sunni elites and their American backers: that the Shia identity could be used as a 
fifth column to destabilize the global energy supply. 

The Sunni world, however, was also undergoing its own radicalization in 1979. The seizure of the 
Grand Mosque in Mecca by Juhayman al-Otaybi and his ultra-conservative followers sent 
shockwaves through the Saudi establishment. To shore up its own religious legitimacy against 
both internal extremists and the external Shia challenge, the Saudi monarchy began to 
aggressively promote Wahhabism—a puritanical, often anti-Shia interpretation of Sunni Islam—
on a global scale. The United States, seeing an opportunity to counter Soviet influence in 
Afghanistan and Iranian influence in the Gulf, tacitly supported this "Sunni mobilization." This 
established a pattern where the U.S. benefited from the radicalization of the Sunni world as a 
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counterweight to Shia Iran, a strategy that would eventually produce devastating blowback in 
the form of transnational jihadism. 

The Emergence of the Sectarian Map 

By the end of 1979, the map of the Middle East had been redrawn along sectarian lines that 
were recognizable to American intelligence agencies. To the east lay the revolutionary Shia core 
of Iran. To the west lay the "Sunni Bloc," anchored by the financial power of the Gulf 
monarchies and the military power of Iraq. In between lay "shatterbelts" like Lebanon and Iraq, 
where the U.S. would eventually see the most violent expressions of this rivalry. 

The United States began to treat the Persian Gulf as a sectarian chessboard. Policies were no 
longer just about "secularism versus religion" or "capitalism versus communism"; they were 
increasingly about "Sunni stability versus Shia radicalism." This binary allowed the U.S. to justify 
support for autocratic Sunni regimes, such as Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, as a necessary evil to 
prevent the "Dark Ages" of a Shia-led regional hegemony. The stage was thus set for the 1980s, 
where the U.S. would move from being an observer of sectarian tension to a primary architect 
of its escalation through the support of the Iraq war effort. The 1979 turning point ensured that 
for the foreseeable future, any American intervention in the region would have to account for—
and often exploit—the religious identity of its participants. 

 

4. The Iran-Iraq War: Balancing Power through the "Sunni Shield" 

The outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War in September 1980 provided the United States with a brutal 
but effective mechanism to implement its containment strategy against the new Islamic 
Republic. When Saddam Hussein’s forces invaded southwestern Iran, the conflict was initially 
framed by Baghdad as a pan-Arab struggle against Persian expansionism. However, underneath 
the nationalist rhetoric lay a profound sectarian calculation. Saddam, leading a minority-led 
Sunni Ba'athist regime over a restless Shia majority, feared that the "contagion" of Khomeini’s 
revolution would trigger a domestic uprising. For the United States, this war offered a unique 
opportunity to utilize Iraq as a "Sunni Shield" that would exhaust Iranian resources and prevent 
the spread of revolutionary Shiism without requiring a direct American military commitment on 
the ground. 

The Tactical Tilt: Intelligence and Logistics 

By 1982, the tide of the war began to turn in Iran’s favor, raising the alarming possibility of an 
Iranian breakthrough that could threaten Baghdad and the oil fields of the neighboring Gulf 
monarchies. In response, the Reagan administration initiated a formal "tilt" toward Iraq. While 
the U.S. did not provide direct lethal weaponry on the scale of the Soviet Union or France, it 
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leveraged its superior technological and intelligence capabilities to ensure Iraq’s survival. 
Through the "Operation Staunch" diplomatic initiative, the U.S. pressured allies to cease arms 
sales to Tehran while simultaneously opening channels to Baghdad. 

Crucially, the U.S. provided Iraq with high-resolution satellite imagery and battlefield 
intelligence that proved decisive in countering Iran’s "human wave" tactics. Iranian forces, often 
composed of young, ideologically driven Shia volunteers known as the Basij, were frequently 
decimated by Iraqi defenses that had been optimized using American data on Iranian troop 
movements. This intelligence sharing was a clear example of the U.S. using its technical 
superiority to reinforce a Sunni military power as a means of blunting a Shia ideological force. 
Furthermore, the U.S. provided agricultural credits and dual-use technology, including Bell 
helicopters and chemicals that were later diverted for military purposes, effectively 
underwriting the Iraqi war machine. 

The "Sunni Shield" as a Geopolitical Buffer 

The strategic concept of the "Sunni Shield" extended beyond the battlefields of the Shatt al-
Arab. The United States actively encouraged the formation of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) in 1981, a coalition of six Sunni-led monarchies. This alliance served as a collective 
defense mechanism against Iranian subversion and ensured that the financial resources of the 
Arab world remained channeled into Iraq’s coffers. By framing the defense of Iraq as a collective 
Sunni responsibility, the U.S. successfully offloaded the cost of Iranian containment to regional 
allies. 

This arrangement allowed the United States to maintain a degree of plausible neutrality while 
ensuring that the "Shia threat" remained bottled up within the borders of Iran and Iraq. The U.S. 
calculated that as long as the war remained a stalemate, the revolutionary energy of the Iranian 
regime would be consumed by the requirements of total war. The sectarian nature of the 
conflict was essential to this calculation; by emphasizing the "otherness" of the Shia revolution, 
the U.S. helped build a psychological and political wall around Iran that lasted for nearly a 
decade. 

Economic Warfare and the Tanker War 

As the land war stagnated, the conflict spilled into the waters of the Persian Gulf in what 
became known as the Tanker War. Iran and Iraq began targeting each other’s oil exports, 
threatening the global energy supply. The United States responded by launching Operation 
Earnest Will in 1987, the largest naval convoy operation since World War II. By reflagging 
Kuwaiti tankers with American flags and providing them with military escorts, the U.S. took a 
direct hand in protecting the economic interests of the Sunni bloc. 
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This naval intervention was a turning point. It brought the U.S. into direct kinetic conflict with 
the Iranian navy, culminating in Operation Praying Mantis in 1988, which destroyed a significant 
portion of Iran’s surface fleet. Throughout this phase, the U.S. military posture was almost 
entirely focused on protecting Sunni Arab interests against Shia Iranian aggression. The message 
sent to the region was clear: the United States would act as the ultimate guarantor of the 
"Sunni Shield" whenever the physical or economic boundaries of that shield were breached. 

The Moral Hazard of Sectarian Realignment 

The U.S. support for Iraq during this period created a significant moral and strategic hazard. By 
empowering Saddam Hussein to act as the vanguard of Sunni interests, the United States 
turned a blind eye to the regime’s internal atrocities, including the use of chemical weapons 
against its own Kurdish population and Shia dissidents. This period solidified the perception in 
Tehran that the United States was not just a political rival, but an existential enemy that would 
use any means, including the weaponization of sectarian identity, to destroy the Islamic 
Republic. 

Furthermore, the "Sunni Shield" strategy laid the groundwork for future conflicts. By building up 
Iraq’s military capabilities and ignoring its aggressive tendencies, the U.S. inadvertently set the 
stage for Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. The reliance on sectarian identity as a tool of 
containment proved to be a volatile strategy; while it successfully exhausted Iran in the 1980s, it 
also empowered an autocratic Sunni regime that would eventually turn against its own patrons. 
This era demonstrated that when the "sectarian lever" is pulled to manage short-term crises, it 
often produces long-term instabilities that are far more difficult to control. 

 

5. The Iran-Contra Affair: Weaponizing Stalemate and Sectarian Exhaustion 

The Iran-Contra affair represents perhaps the most cynical and illustrative chapter in the history 
of American sectarian instrumentalization. While the public face of United States policy in the 
1980s was one of steadfast support for the Sunni Arab world against the tide of revolutionary 
Shiism, the reality was a clandestine operation that sought to play both sides of the religious 
and geopolitical divide. By secretly facilitating the sale of sophisticated weaponry to the Islamic 
Republic of Iran while publicly bolstering Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, the Reagan administration 
engaged in a strategy of weaponized stalemate. The ultimate objective was not a victory for 
either the Sunni or the Shia power, but rather the mutual exhaustion of both, ensuring that 
neither could emerge as a regional hegemon capable of defying Western interests. 
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The Strategic Paradox: Arming the Adversary 

The origins of the Iran-Contra affair were rooted in a desperate attempt to resolve two 
seemingly unrelated problems: the captivity of American hostages held by pro-Iranian Shia 
militias in Lebanon and the desire to fund anti-communist Contra rebels in Nicaragua. However, 
the mechanism chosen—the secret sale of anti-tank and anti-aircraft missiles to Tehran—had 
profound implications for the sectarian balance of the Iran-Iraq War. At the time of these sales, 
Iran was struggling under a global arms embargo and was facing an Iraqi military that was being 
continuously replenished by the Soviet Union, France, and the United States. 

By providing Iran with TOW anti-tank missiles and HAWK surface-to-air missiles, the United 
States directly enabled the Shia revolutionary state to blunt Iraqi armored offensives and 
protect its airspace from Iraqi bombing runs. This intervention occurred at a critical juncture 
when Iraq was attempting to use its technological superiority to force a conclusion to the war. 
The American missiles allowed Iran to sustain its defensive operations and continue its "human 
wave" infantry attacks, effectively preventing a Sunni military victory. This paradox revealed that 
the U.S. "tilt" toward Iraq was not born of genuine ideological alignment with Sunni Arabism, 
but was a temporary tactical choice that could be reversed whenever the "Shia side" appeared 
to be on the verge of total collapse. 

The Kissinger Doctrine: Pitting Sect against Sect 

The logic governing this period was famously encapsulated in the sentiment attributed to Henry 
Kissinger, who suggested that the ideal outcome of the Iran-Iraq War was for both sides to lose. 
This was more than just a pithy remark; it was a blueprint for hegemonic stability through 
sectarian attrition. The United States viewed both the secular Ba'athist nationalism of Iraq and 
the revolutionary theocracy of Iran as threats to the established regional order. By ensuring that 
the war continued in a state of perpetual stalemate, the U.S. effectively neutralized two of its 
most potent regional rivals simultaneously. 

The sectarian divide provided the perfect psychological framework for this attrition. Both 
regimes framed the war in existential, religious terms, which made compromise or a negotiated 
peace politically impossible for their respective populations. The U.S. exploited this "sectarian 
trap" by providing just enough support to the losing side at any given moment to keep the 
slaughter going. This strategy resulted in nearly a million deaths and the economic devastation 
of both nations, but it achieved the primary American goal: the containment of both the Sunni 
and Shia "radical" potentials within a localized theater of war. 

The Legacy of Distrust and Perceived Perfidy 

The exposure of the Iran-Contra affair in late 1986 had a catastrophic impact on American 
credibility in the Middle East, though its effects differed across sectarian lines. For the Sunni 
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Arab states, particularly the Gulf monarchies that had poured billions of dollars into Iraq’s 
defense, the revelations were seen as a profound betrayal. It appeared that the United States 
was willing to negotiate with the very "Shia devil" it had warned them against, potentially in 
exchange for regional concessions that would leave the Sunni world vulnerable. This seeded a 
deep-seated distrust of American security guarantees that persists in Riyadh and Kuwait to this 
day. 

In Tehran, the affair was viewed through a lens of revolutionary pragmatism but also served to 
confirm the narrative of "The Great Satan’s" inherent duplicity. While the Iranian leadership was 
willing to accept the weapons to survive, the secret nature of the deal reinforced the idea that 
the U.S. was a manipulative power that viewed Muslim lives—whether Sunni or Shia—as 
disposable pawins in a larger geopolitical game. This hardened the resolve of the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard (IRGC) to develop an independent, indigenous defense industry and a 
network of regional proxies, so they would never again be dependent on the whims of a 
Western power. 

Stalemate as a Prelude to Future Conflict 

The weaponization of stalemate during the Iran-Contra era did not resolve the sectarian 
tensions of the Middle East; it merely delayed and intensified them. By preventing a clear 
military conclusion to the Iran-Iraq War, the United States ensured that both the Sunni and Shia 
powers would emerge from the conflict with deep grievances and unfinished business. Iraq felt 
entitled to greater regional dominance after "saving" the Arab world, leading directly to the 
invasion of Kuwait. Iran, meanwhile, spent the next two decades perfecting the "gray zone" 
warfare and proxy network that would eventually allow it to leapfrog over the Sunni buffer and 
establish the Shia Crescent. The Iran-Contra affair proved that while pulling the sectarian lever 
could manage a crisis in the short term, it creates a "debt of instability" that eventually must be 
paid. 

 

6. 2003 and the Collapse of the Bulwark: The Unintended Rise of the Shia Crescent 

The 2003 invasion of Iraq by a United States-led coalition represents one of the most significant 
geopolitical miscalculations in modern history, particularly regarding the delicate sectarian 
balance of the Middle East. For over two decades, American policy had relied on the existence 
of a strong, Sunni-led Iraq to act as a physical and ideological barrier against the expansion of 
the Iranian Islamic Revolution. By toppling Saddam Hussein and dismantling the Ba'athist state, 
the United States effectively demolished the very "Sunni Shield" it had spent billions of dollars 
and years of diplomatic capital to maintain during the 1980s. The resulting power vacuum did 



13 
 

not lead to the envisioned secular, liberal democracy; instead, it triggered a seismic shift in 
regional power that birthed what King Abdullah II of Jordan famously termed the Shia Crescent. 

The fundamental error in American planning was the assumption that Iraqi national identity 
would take precedence over sectarian affiliation once the yoke of dictatorship was removed. 
U.S. policymakers, largely viewing the world through a Western secular lens, underestimated 
the depth of the grievances held by the Shia majority, who had been systematically oppressed 
by the Sunni minority for decades. When the coalition introduced democratic processes based 
on proportional representation, it guaranteed that political power would shift from the Sunni 
minority to the Shia majority. This transition was not merely a change in administrative 
personnel; it was a total reconfiguration of the Iraqi state's orientation, moving it from the 
vanguard of the Sunni Arab world into a position of natural alignment with its Shia neighbor, 
Iran. 

The emergence of the Shia Crescent was a direct consequence of this shift. With Iraq no longer 
serving as a hostile buffer, Tehran was able to establish a continuous arc of influence stretching 
from the Iranian plateau through the Mesopotamian plains into the Levant and reaching the 
Mediterranean coast via Hezbollah in Lebanon. This land bridge allowed for the unprecedented 
movement of personnel, weaponry, and economic resources across borders that were 
previously impenetrable. For the first time in centuries, a Shia power center possessed a direct 
land route to the heart of the Arab world, fundamentally threatening the security architecture 
that the United States and its Sunni allies had spent decades constructing. 

Furthermore, the U.S. occupation of Iraq provided Iran with a unique laboratory in which to 
perfect its gray zone warfare and proxy network. While the United States struggled to manage a 
growing Sunni insurgency, Iran successfully cultivated a parallel state structure within Iraq. By 
supporting various Shia political parties and their associated militias, such as the Badr 
Organization and later the Mahdi Army, Tehran ensured that no Iraqi government could function 
without its tacit approval. The United States found itself in the paradoxical position of providing 
security and financial support to a nascent Iraqi state that was increasingly becoming a client of 
its primary regional adversary. This dynamic effectively neutralized the containment of Iran, as 
the U.S. presence in Iraq essentially became a hostage to Iranian-backed actors. 

The rise of the Shia Crescent also had profound psychological impacts on the Sunni monarchies 
of the Persian Gulf. Seeing the United States facilitate the rise of a Shia-led government in 
Baghdad led to a deep-seated sense of abandonment in Riyadh, Manama, and Abu Dhabi. 
These states began to view the post-2003 regional order as an existential threat, leading them 
to ramp up their own sectarian-based interventions. This period saw a massive increase in the 
funding of Sunni religious institutions and media outlets designed to counter Shia expansionism, 
further hardening the sectarian divide across the entire Islamic world. The regional Cold War 
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between Saudi Arabia and Iran was no longer a peripheral concern; it became the defining 
characteristic of Middle Eastern geopolitics, with Iraq as its primary, and most bloody, theater. 

In retrospect, the 2003 invasion demonstrated the limits of using the sectarian lever without a 
clear understanding of the underlying social fabric. The United States attempted to replace a 
sectarian minority autocracy with a sectarian-blind democracy, only to find that the vacuum was 
immediately filled by the most organized and ideologically driven sectarian actors available. The 
collapse of the Iraqi bulwark did more than just remove a dictator; it permanently altered the 
religious and political geography of the region, creating a strategic challenge that would plague 
American foreign policy for the next quarter-century. The unintended empowerment of the Shia 
Axis forced the United States into a reactive posture, constantly seeking new ways to roll back 
an influence that it had itself inadvertently unleashed. 

 

7. De-Ba'athification and the Militarization of Sunni Identity 

While the invasion of 2003 removed the physical structure of the Ba'athist state, it was the 
administrative decisions made in the immediate aftermath that catalyzed the most violent era 
of sectarian warfare in modern history. Under the leadership of L. Paul Bremer and the Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA), the United States implemented two transformative decrees: CPA 
Order Number 1, which mandated the De-Ba'athification of Iraqi society, and CPA Order 
Number 2, which dissolved the Iraqi military and security apparatus. These policies were 
intended to purge the vestiges of Saddam Hussein’s tyranny, but in practice, they functioned as 
a sledgehammer against the Sunni Arab population. By stripping the traditional ruling minority 
of their livelihoods, social status, and political future, the United States inadvertently 
transformed a secular political class into a militarized sectarian insurgency. 

The De-Ba'athification process was far more extensive than a mere removal of top-tier war 
criminals. It reached deep into the professional and middle classes, affecting tens of thousands 
of schoolteachers, doctors, engineers, and mid-level bureaucrats whose party membership was 
often a pragmatic necessity for employment rather than an ideological commitment. For the 
Sunni community, this was perceived not as a pursuit of justice, but as a collective punishment 
designed to pave the way for a Shia-dominated state. This sense of existential threat created a 
fertile environment for radicalization. The very people who had once served as the secular 
"Sunni Shield" for American interests in the 1980s now viewed the United States as an 
occupying force that had handed their country to Tehran. 

The dissolution of the Iraqi military was an even more egregious strategic blunder. With the 
stroke of a pen, approximately four hundred thousand trained soldiers and officers were 
rendered unemployed and humiliated. These men possessed specialized knowledge in urban 
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warfare, explosives, and intelligence, and they now had no stake in the new American-led order. 
The U.S. essentially created an army of "angry men with guns" who felt they had nothing to 
lose. Many of these former officers—secular nationalists by training—found common cause 
with the burgeoning Salafi-jihadist movements that were entering the country. This "marriage 
of convenience" between the Ba'athist military professional and the religious extremist 
provided the insurgency with a level of tactical sophistication that would haunt U.S. forces for 
the next decade. 

As the insurgency took root, the conflict rapidly shifted from a nationalist struggle against 
occupation to a sectarian civil war. This transition was actively encouraged by figures like Abu 
Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of Al-Qaeda in Iraq. Zarqawi recognized that the most effective 
way to defeat the American project was to ignite a total war between Sunnis and Shias. By 
targeting Shia mosques and civilians, the insurgency forced the Shia community to mobilize its 
own militias for protection, leading to a cycle of retaliatory violence that tore the fabric of Iraqi 
society. The United States, which had initially ignored sectarian dynamics, found itself caught in 
the middle of a religious conflagration that it was ill-equipped to manage. 

The militarization of Sunni identity during this period also had a profound impact on regional 
dynamics. The Sunni monarchies of the Gulf, viewing the "Shia-fication" of Iraq with horror, 
began to funnel support—both official and unofficial—to Sunni groups in Iraq to "check" Iranian 
influence. This turned Iraq into a proxy battlefield where the U.S. was frequently working at 
cross-purposes with its own regional allies. The American attempts to build a non-sectarian Iraqi 
army were constantly undermined by the fact that the Sunni population viewed that army as a 
"Shia militia in uniform," while the Shia leadership viewed the Sunni heartland as a breeding 
ground for "Ba'athist-Takfiri" terrorists. 

Ultimately, the policies of 2003 and 2004 fundamentally altered the nature of the "sectarian 
lever." In the 1980s, the U.S. had used the Sunni identity as a tool of state-to-state containment 
against Iran. After 2003, that identity became a transnational, non-state force of destabilization. 
The disenfranchised Sunni elite of Iraq provided the skeletal structure for what would eventually 
become the Islamic State (ISIS), a movement that would temporarily erase the borders between 
Iraq and Syria and force the U.S. into a desperate military re-engagement. The militarization of 
the Sunni population was not an inevitable outcome of the fall of Saddam, but a direct 
consequence of a policy that failed to recognize that in a deeply fractured society, removing 
"the state" often means unleashing "the sect." 
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8. The Syrian Transition: Severing the Land Bridge from 2024 to 2026 

The collapse of the Bashar al-Assad regime in December 2024 represents the most significant 
structural blow to Iranian regional ambitions since the 1979 revolution. For over four decades, 
the Alawite-led government in Damascus served as the indispensable anchor of the Shia Axis, 
providing the essential geographical and political link between Tehran and its primary proxy, 
Hezbollah in Lebanon. The sudden disintegration of the Syrian Arab Army and the flight of the 
Assad family to Russia in late 2024 effectively dismantled the "Shia Land Bridge," a strategic 
corridor that had allowed for the unfettered flow of advanced weaponry, personnel, and 
economic resources from the Iranian plateau to the Mediterranean coast. In the wake of this 
collapse, the United States has moved with unprecedented speed to recognize and stabilize a 
new Sunni-led order in Damascus, fundamentally reorienting Syrian foreign policy to serve as a 
permanent barrier against Iranian expansion. 

The transition from the Assad era to the interim presidency of Ahmad al-Sharaa, formerly 
known as Abu Mohammad al-Golani, initially presented a profound dilemma for American 
policymakers. The United States had long designated Sharaa’s movement as a terrorist 
organization, citing its historical ties to Al-Qaeda. However, by early 2025, the pragmatic 
necessity of containing a wounded but still dangerous Iran took precedence over historical 
designations. The Trump administration, returning to power in January 2025, recognized that 
Sharaa’s consolidated control over the Syrian heartland offered a unique opportunity to "plug" 
the land bridge with a disciplined, Sunni-led nationalist government. In a landmark diplomatic 
shift, the United States removed the terrorist designation from the transitional government in 
July 2025, paving the way for a security partnership aimed at the final eradication of Iranian 
influence in the Levant. 

The primary mechanism for this containment has been the systematic dismantling of the 
Iranian-built military infrastructure within Syria. Throughout 2025 and into early 2026, the 
Sharaa government, supported by American intelligence and logistical backing, has conducted a 
comprehensive "cleansing" of the Damascus and Homs corridors. Iranian Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) bases, which had been embedded within Syrian military facilities for 
decades, were seized or demolished. The new Syrian leadership issued a series of ultimatums to 
foreign Shia militias, including the Fatemiyoun and Zainebiyoun brigades, demanding their 
immediate withdrawal or disarmament. By early 2026, the "Land Bridge" was no longer a 
functioning reality; it had been replaced by a "Sunni Wall" that effectively isolated Hezbollah in 
Lebanon from its primary source of strategic depth. 

This geographical severance has had immediate and devastating consequences for the Shia Axis 
during the current 2026 conflict. Without the ability to transit long-range missiles and drone 
components through Syrian territory, Hezbollah’s arsenal has become a finite resource. The 



17 
 

United States has leveraged this isolation by providing the Sharaa government with advanced 
border monitoring technology and satellite surveillance, ensuring that any attempt by Iran to 
restart the "ghost convoys" through the Iraqi-Syrian border is detected and neutralized before 
reaching the Lebanese frontier. This has forced Iran to rely on increasingly risky and easily 
intercepted maritime and aerial routes, both of which are currently under the heavy interdiction 
of Operation Roaring Lion’s naval and air assets. 

Furthermore, the American support for the Sharaa administration has been conditioned on a 
radical shift in Syria’s regional alignment. The five-point request issued by Washington in May 
2025—which included the expulsion of all Iranian-linked forces and the establishment of a 
security dialogue with neighboring states—has become the baseline for Syria’s reintegration 
into the international community. While the new government in Damascus maintains a 
nationalist and Islamic character, its primary focus has shifted toward reconstruction and 
economic survival, both of which require Western and Gulf Arab investment. By tethering Syria’s 
economic future to the Sunni bloc (Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and the UAE), the United States has 
ensured that Damascus now has a massive financial incentive to remain a hostile environment 
for Iranian interests. 

However, the Syrian transition remains a fragile and deeply sectarian process. The rise of a 
Sunni-led state in Damascus has led to significant displacement and fear among Alawite and 
other minority communities that were previously aligned with the Assad regime. While the 
Sharaa government has officially pledged to protect all Syrian citizens, the reality on the ground 
often involves the systematic marginalization of those perceived as "Iran’s former partners." The 
United States has tacitly accepted this internal sectarian restructuring as the price for regional 
stability. From a strategic perspective, a Syria that is "too Sunni" to ever again align with Tehran 
is viewed by Washington as a more reliable partner than the fragile, multi-sectarian 
experiments of the previous decade. 

The current state of Syria as of March 2026 is that of a "buffer state" in the most literal sense. It 
is a nation whose internal stability is now prioritized by the United States not for the sake of 
democracy, but for the sake of containment. The "Land Bridge" that once defined Iranian power 
in the Levant has been physically and politically severed, replaced by a new Syrian state that is 
being built as a permanent monument to the failure of the Shia Crescent. This realignment has 
not only isolated Hezbollah but has also forced the Iranian leadership into a defensive crouch, as 
they watch their most important regional investment of the last forty years being repurposed 
into a strategic weapon against them. 
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9. Operation Roaring Lion: Tactical Realignment in the Current Conflict 

The commencement of Operation Roaring Lion on February 28, 2026, marked a definitive shift 
in the tactical application of American and Israeli power against the Iranian state. Unlike 
previous decades of calibrated escalation and economic sanctions, this joint campaign—
coordinated with the United States' Operation Epic Fury—discarded the strategy of proportional 
response in favor of what military analysts call a doctrine of systemic decapitation. This current 
conflict is not merely an effort to delay a nuclear program or punish a specific proxy action; it is 
a comprehensive attempt to dismantle the command-and-control architecture of the Islamic 
Republic. By leveraging superior intelligence and cutting-edge technology, the United States and 
Israel have sought to paralyze the Iranian leadership at the exact moment they are most 
vulnerable to internal and regional pressures. 

The Doctrine of Systemic Decapitation 

The opening hours of the 2026 campaign demonstrated the lethal efficiency of this new 
doctrine. Instead of focusing solely on the hardened nuclear sites at Natanz or Fordow, the 
initial waves of precision strikes targeted the physical and digital infrastructure of the regime's 
leadership. The reported elimination of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and senior security 
figures like Ali Larijani in the first forty-eight hours of the war served to fracture the decision-
making spine of the state. This tactical choice was deeply rooted in the understanding of the 
Shia authority structure discussed earlier in this paper. By removing the "Speaking Quran" 
authority figures at the top of the hierarchy, the coalition aimed to create a crisis of legitimacy 
and coordination that would trickledown to the IRGC and its various regional affiliates. 

This decapitation strategy has been complemented by a relentless air campaign targeting the 
regime’s internal security apparatus. The strikes on Basij headquarters and IRGC communication 
hubs across Tehran, Shiraz, and Tabriz were designed to embolden domestic opposition by 
demonstrating the regime's inability to protect its own centers of power. The United States has 
framed these actions as a necessary "counter-proliferation" effort, but the tactical reality is a 
broad-spectrum assault on the very existence of the current Iranian political order. By focusing 
on the leadership, the U.S. has effectively bypassed the "human wave" defense tactics that 
defined the 1980s, instead fighting a high-tech war where the "Sunni-Shia" divide is exploited to 
isolate the regime from its potential defenders. 

Multi-Domain Integration and the AI Battlefield 

A hallmark of Operation Roaring Lion has been the seamless integration of multi-domain assets, 
including cyber, space, and autonomous systems. U.S. and Israeli forces have utilized artificial 
intelligence to process vast amounts of sensor data in real-time, allowing for the autonomous 
identification and neutralization of mobile ballistic missile launchers before they can fire. This 
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has significantly mitigated the "missile threat" that Iran long used as its primary deterrent. The 
use of 5,000-pound deep-penetrator munitions against coastal hardened sites near the Strait of 
Hormuz indicates a willingness to use overwhelming kinetic force to ensure the maritime 
corridor remains open, effectively challenging Iran's ability to hold the global energy market 
hostage. 

This technological superiority has also been used to wage psychological warfare. By seizing 
control of Iranian state media frequencies and flooding the restricted internet with messages of 
the regime's collapse, the coalition has attempted to accelerate the "information collapse" of 
the state. In this environment, the traditional sectarian narratives are being used to peel away 
the Iranian population from their leaders. The U.S. messaging has specifically targeted Sunni 
minorities within Iran, encouraging them to view the conflict as a moment of liberation from a 
"decadent Shia autocracy," thereby turning the internal religious fault lines into active military 
fronts. 

The Isolation of Regional Proxies 

The tactical success of Operation Roaring Lion is perhaps most evident in the forced isolation of 
the "Axis of Resistance." With the Syrian land bridge severed and the command center in Tehran 
under constant bombardment, groups like Hezbollah and the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) 
in Iraq have been forced into a defensive and fragmented posture. The U.S. military has 
conducted targeted strikes on PMF depots in Iraq and Syria, while the IDF has launched a 
massive ground and air offensive in southern Lebanon. These proxies, which once functioned as 
the "forward defense" of the Iranian state, now find themselves cut off from their strategic 
depth and financial lifeblood. 

The current conflict has thus validated the "maximum pressure" theory that a direct strike at 
the heart of the Shia center would inevitably lead to the crumbling of its periphery. By the 
middle of March 2026, the United States has successfully transformed the regional map from 
one of Iranian-led "Shia expansion" into a series of isolated, besieged pockets of resistance. 
While the war is far from over and the risk of unconventional retaliation remains high, the 
tactical realignment achieved during Operation Roaring Lion has already achieved what decades 
of diplomacy could not: the physical and political containment of the revolutionary Shia project 
within the broken borders of its own origin. 

 

10. Economic Warfare and the Strait of Hormuz: Sectarianism as an Energy Shield 

As of March 2026, the Strait of Hormuz has transitioned from a strategic chokepoint into the 
primary theater of global economic warfare. Following the initiation of Operation Roaring Lion 
and Operation Epic Fury on February 28, the Iranian leadership—now operating under the 
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interim guidance of Alireza Arafi following the reported death of Ali Khamenei—effectively 
closed the waterway to non-Iranian traffic. This move was a calculated gambit to export the 
regime’s existential crisis to the global stage, forcing a spike in energy prices that would, in 
theory, compel the international community to demand a ceasefire. However, the United States 
has countered this by transforming the vulnerability of the Sunni Arab states into a "Sectarian 
Energy Shield," using the threat of Shia aggression to consolidate a permanent international 
maritime coalition that aims to strip Tehran of its historical leverage over the strait forever. 

The economic impact of this blockade was immediate and severe. By early March 2026, global 
oil prices surged to nearly 120 dollars per barrel, a level not seen since the peak of the 2022 
energy crisis. This spike was driven not only by the physical suspension of nearly 20 percent of 
the world’s oil and liquefied natural gas (LNG) supply but also by the "Iran Terror Premium"—a 
term used by economists to describe the heightened insurance and risk costs associated with 
Iranian drone and USV attacks on commercial shipping. To mitigate this, the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) launched the largest emergency reserve release in history on March 11, 
flooding the market with 400 million barrels of oil. This "strategic floor" was designed to blunt 
the inflationary impact on Western economies while the U.S. and its allies worked to break the 
blockade through military means. 

The "Energy Shield" strategy is the political cornerstone of the current U.S. response. By framing 
Iranian attacks on tankers and Gulf infrastructure—such as the recent drone strikes on the 
Ruwais Industrial Complex in Abu Dhabi and the Fujairah oil terminal—as a "sectarian assault" 
on sovereign Sunni nations, the U.S. has successfully bypassed the diplomatic hesitation of the 
previous decade. This narrative has allowed for the formation of the "Hormuz Coalition," a joint 
naval force comprising U.S., Israeli, Saudi, Emirati, and British assets. The U.S. is utilizing this 
coalition to "internationalize" the security of the strait, arguing that the revolutionary Shia 
regime has proven itself an unfit steward of a global commons. In this context, sectarian identity 
serves as the glue for an alliance that prioritizes the "Sunni-Western" security architecture over 
Iranian "sovereignty" in the Gulf. 

Furthermore, the U.S. is leveraging the economic disparity between the two sides. While the 
Sunni GCC states are suffering from infrastructure damage, they possess the financial reserves 
and American security guarantees to weather a prolonged conflict. Iran, conversely, is absorbing 
a massive foreign exchange loss as its own energy exports—which accounted for over 50 
percent of its revenue in 2025—are physically interdicted. The U.S. strategy calculates that by 
holding the "Energy Shield" steady, the internal economic collapse of the Iranian state will 
outpace the global economic pain caused by the blockade. This represents a modern 
refinement of the 1980s "Tanker War" logic: instead of merely protecting individual ships, the 
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U.S. is now using the collective economic weight of the Sunni world to permanently relegate 
Iran to the status of a landlocked, economically isolated power. 

The long-term objective of this economic warfare is the total decoupling of global energy 
security from Iranian political stability. By 2026, the U.S. aim is to establish a "No-Go Zone" for 
IRGC naval assets, enforced by the Hormuz Coalition, which would ensure that the strait 
remains open regardless of the internal state of the Iranian regime. This would effectively 
neutralize Iran's "nuclear option" of closing the strait, a threat that has dictated Gulf diplomacy 
for forty years. By using the "sectarian shield" to justify this permanent naval presence, the 
United States is attempting to ensure that when the dust of Operation Roaring Lion settles, the 
global energy market will finally be liberated from the "Hormuz Trap." 

 

11. Internal Destabilization: Leveraging Ethnic and Religious Fault Lines within Iran 

As Operation Roaring Lion enters its third week in March 2026, the United States and its allies 
have shifted from purely kinetic external strikes to a sophisticated strategy of internal 
destabilization. This "Third Front" approach targets the inherent structural weaknesses of the 
Iranian state: its restive ethnic and religious minority populations. While the Islamic Republic 
has long projected an image of Shia monolithic unity, the reality is a Persian-centric core 
surrounded by a "Sunni periphery" that has been systematically marginalized for nearly half a 
century. By providing moral, financial, and tactical support to these disenfranchised groups, the 
United States is effectively turning the regime’s own sectarian and ethnic fault lines into active 
combat zones, forcing the remaining IRGC leadership to choose between defending the borders 
or preventing the disintegration of the state from within. 

The Baluchistan Corridor: Empowering the Sunni Southeast 

In the southeastern province of Sistan and Baluchestan, the United States has intensified its 
outreach to Sunni Baluchi resistance movements. Long the site of low-level insurgency driven by 
poverty and religious discrimination, this region has now become a critical theater for diverting 
Iranian military resources. Since the launch of Operation Epic Fury, reports have emerged of 
increased logistical support for groups seeking greater autonomy or independence for the 
Baluchi people. By framing the current conflict as a "liberation of the Sunni East," the U.S. has 
encouraged a surge in coordinated attacks on IRGC outposts and supply lines that connect the 
Iranian heartland to the port of Chabahar. This strategy serves a dual purpose: it interrupts 
Iran’s maritime trade bypasses and ties down thousands of ground troops who would otherwise 
be deployed to the coastal defense of the Strait of Hormuz. 
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The Kurdish Uprising: A Strategic Pincer in the Northwest 

Simultaneously, the United States is leveraging its long-standing relationships with Kurdish 
factions to ignite a major uprising in Iran’s northwestern provinces. Building on the momentum 
of the "Woman, Life, Freedom" protests of previous years and the more recent January 2026 
demonstrations, Kurdish resistance groups have seized several key administrative centers near 
the Iraqi border. The U.S. has facilitated this by coordinating with the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) in Iraq to allow for the movement of non-lethal aid and communication 
equipment. The goal is to create a permanent "security vacuum" in the northwest that mirrors 
the situation in the 1980s, effectively forcing the Iranian military into a multi-front war against 
its own citizens. 

The Ahwaz Falcons and the Battle for Khuzestan 

Perhaps the most economically damaging aspect of this internal strategy is the support for Arab 
separatists in the oil-rich province of Khuzestan, often referred to by activists as Ahwaz. This 
region, which holds the vast majority of Iran’s oil and gas reserves, has seen a resurgence of the 
"Ahwaz Falcons" and other paramilitary groups. Since the U.S. began targeting Iranian energy 
infrastructure from the air, these ground-based insurgent groups have moved to occupy 
pumping stations and sabotage pipelines. By highlighting the fact that a Shia-Persian elite in 
Tehran has grown wealthy off the resources of a neglected Arab-Sunni majority in Khuzestan, 
the U.S. is using the same sectarian-economic narrative it used in Iraq in 2003, but this time 
directed toward the dismantling of the Iranian energy monopoly. 

Forcing the IRGC into a Domestic Quagmire 

The ultimate tactical objective of leveraging these fault lines is to induce a "resource 
exhaustion" within the Iranian security apparatus. The IRGC and the Basij are currently 
struggling to maintain a presence on the Israeli front, defend the Strait of Hormuz, and suppress 
three simultaneous ethnic insurgencies. As the central authority in Tehran becomes increasingly 
fragmented following the recent leadership strikes, the peripheral provinces are beginning to 
drift out of state control. The United States is betting that the "sectarian lever"—which was 
once used to keep Iran and Iraq in a stalemate—will now be the tool that finally shatters the 
territorial integrity of the Islamic Republic. By empowering the "Sunni periphery" against the 
"Shia center," Washington is executing a modern version of the divide-and-rule strategy, aiming 
to ensure that no future Iranian government, regardless of its ideology, will have the internal 
cohesion necessary to threaten its neighbors again. 
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12. Conclusion: The Future of Sectarian Diplomacy and Regional Stability 

The strategic landscape of the Middle East in March 2026 stands as a testament to the enduring 
power of sectarian instrumentalization in global statecraft. Over the course of nearly fifty years, 
the United States has transitioned from a reactive observer of Islamic schisms to a proactive 
architect of identity-based containment. As Operation Roaring Lion and Operation Epic Fury 
continue to dismantle the physical and command structures of the Iranian state, the "sectarian 
lever" has proven to be the most effective, albeit most volatile, tool in the American diplomatic 
arsenal. By systematically isolating the Shia revolutionary center and empowering a contiguous 
Sunni-led perimeter from the Mediterranean to the Hindu Kush, the United States has 
successfully reversed the gains of the Shia Crescent and re-established a form of hegemonic 
stability that favored its long-term interests in energy security and regional alignment. 

However, the "victory" achieved in 2026 carries with it a profound set of risks and long-term 
liabilities. The reliance on sectarian identity to achieve tactical military goals has permanently 
militarized the religious landscape of the region. While the "Shia threat" may be physically 
contained within a fractured Iranian state, the grievances that fueled its rise have not been 
addressed; they have merely been suppressed by a superior technological and military force. 
Furthermore, the reliance on figures like Ahmad al-Sharaa in Syria and the consolidation of an 
exclusive "Sunni Defense Bloc" in the Gulf suggests that the United States has traded one form 
of sectarian authoritarianism for another. The risk of a "Sunni-led" radicalization, similar to the 
blowback seen after the support of the Afghan Mujahideen or the de-Ba'athification of Iraq, 
remains a significant shadow over the current triumph. 

The future of regional stability now depends on whether the "Hormuz Coalition" can transition 
from a wartime alliance into a sustainable, inclusive security architecture. For the first time in 
modern history, the global energy market is being forcibly decoupled from the political stability 
of the Iranian regime. If the "Post-Hormuz" era is to be one of genuine peace rather than 
perpetual occupation, the international community must eventually move beyond the "Sunni-
Shia" binary that has defined American policy since 1979. This would require a diplomatic effort 
that recognizes the pluralism of the region rather than one that treats religious identity as a 
battlefield variable. 

Ultimately, this paper has demonstrated that while the text of the Quran remains a stable and 
shared foundation for over a billion people, its political "interpretation" remains the most 
contested territory in the Middle East. The United States has masterfully exploited the 
differences in how that text is understood and who is authorized to explain it, turning 
theological nuances into the building blocks of empire. As the smoke clears from the strikes on 
Tehran and the new Syrian state begins to solidify its borders, the fundamental lesson of the last 
half-century remains: in the Middle East, identity is power, and as long as the "sectarian lever" 
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remains available to global actors, the region will continue to be defined more by its internal 
fractures than by its shared heritage. 
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