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Abstract :  

The social and religious structure in the Arabian Gulf provided a 

fertile ground for the emergence of political religious movements during the 

Cold War. The Gulf context was characterized by the intertwining of 

sectarianism and politics, where some regimes relied on religious discourse 

to strengthen their legitimacy, while opposition groups used the same 

discourse to criticize the regimes. External factors, such as the spread of 

revolutionary ideas, also contributed to the rise of religious and political 

movements, some of which adopted violence as a means of change. 

One of the most prominent movements during the Cold War was that 

which adopted a jihadist discourse influenced by regional events. The 

Iranian Revolution of 1979 had a significant impact on the Shiites of the 

Gulf, encouraging political activism and, in some cases, rebellion, and 

sought to export the revolution, especially in Kuwait, Bahrain, and Saudi 

Arabia, where they had a Shiite majority. On the other hand, the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan in the same year paved the way for the emergence 

of the first seeds of global jihadism. The Gulf regimes, with American 

support, mobilized thousands of volunteers, including Osama bin Laden, 

under the banner of jihad against infidels. The muj ahideen were funded and 

trained, creating transnational networks and a jihadist ideology that viewed 

violence as a legitimate means of change—an ideology that would later 

return to strike the region itself. 

The Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) represented the peak of the 

exploitation of religion in managing geopolitical conflict. Saddam Hussein 

presented himself as a hero of the Arab Sunnis against Persian Khomeinism, 

while Iran promoted a discourse of resistance and martyrdom. This war, 
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partially funded by Gulf countries, drained the region and intensified 

sectarian rhetoric. Later, the Gulf War (1990-1991), caused by Saddam 

Hussein‘s invasion of Kuwait, represented another shock, as it led to the 

deployment of American forces to the land of the two holy mosques, which 

was viewed by emerging jihadist groups as treason and desecration. This 

shift in hostility, from Shiites and leftists to the Gulf regimes and the West, 

paved the way directly for the emergence of Al-Qaeda. 

Keywords: religion, terrorism, Political Sectarianism in the Gulf, Shia 

Religious Mobilization. 
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