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change than nationalism. Although the status of Shias in Bahrain was a chronic 
concern, few had expected such a radicalized rebellion among a native popula-
tion that was economically stable. Although the IFLB represented a tiny frac-
tion of the Bahraini Shias at the time, the rise of transnational Shiism 
represented by the IFLB galvanized other Shia subpopulations in the early 
1980s to organize and demand change. Whether those opposition ties to Iran 
remained latent within the Shia population or dissipated over the ensuing 
thirty years remains unclear.

Bahraini Shias and Iranian Shias:  
Religious Similarities, Ethnic Differences
The 1979 Islamic Revolution had a profound effect upon the Shia populations 
throughout the Middle East and in Islamic communities around the world. 
Shias were proud of the new Islamic theocracy, especially those living under 
Sunni dominance or secularism. This sympathetic feeling toward the Islamic 
Republic, however, did not necessarily stem from a desire for similar political 
change in their home countries, but rather arose from a respect for Iran as a 
powerful Shi’ite influence in the region.17 The Bahraini Shias in particular were 
emboldened by their powerful Shia neighbor, but they still regarded themselves 
as distinctive Bahraini Shias and not Iranian Shia proxies (see Table 15.1).

Linguistic and ethnic differences clearly distinguished the Arab Bahraini 
Shia from their Persian neighbors. The Bahrainis are Arabs from the Baharna 
tribe and speak Arabic. The Iranians, by contrast, are of Persian decent and 
speak Farsi. These distinctions are highly significant to Bahraini national iden-
tity and, to some, transcend the important but secondary religious affinity with 
Iranian Shias.

Table15.1 ▸ Distinctions between Bahraini and Iranian Shias

Bahraini Shia Iranian Shia

Tribe Baharna Persian

Language Arabic Farsi

Religious Doctrine Akhbari Usuli

Source: Laurence Louër, Transnational Shia Politics: Religious and Political Networks in the Gulf (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2008), 111.




