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Abstract

How does sectarian violence shape political and religious preferences? While almost half of Arab Barometer
respondents (44%) believe that human rights abuses are justifiable in the name of security, the causal nature
of this relationship is unknown. Using data from the third wave of the Arab Barometer, I leverage Al-Qaeda
attacks against Shi’a in Iraq that take place mid-way through the 2013 enumeration period. A difference-in-
difference design shows that sectarian violence boosted support for democracy, trust in political institutions,
and perceptions of safety among Sunnis by 10 to 30 percentage points, with the opposite trend observed among
Shi’a. Moreover, Shi’a respondents becamemore religious: Shi’a were 9 to 13 percentage points more likely to
pray daily and listen to Qur’an, and 18 percentage points more likely to support legislating shari’a in the wake
of the attacks. The results provide causal evidence indicating that exposure to violence differentially shapes
political preferences and attachment to religious identity among relative winners and losers of conflict in ways
that ultimately deepen sectarian fault lines – with implications for democratic change and reconciliation amid
violent conflict elsewhere.
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Although terrorist violence in Iraq had been steadily declining from its peak in 2007, perceived mistreatment of

Sunnis at the hands of the Shi’a-led government triggered a new wave of unrest in December 2012. Peaceful

Sunni demonstrations soon turned violent when insurgents, emboldened by the war in neighboring Syria, ramped

up attacks at the start of 2013 (Rubin and Gladstone 2014). The security situation continued deteriorating through

May in response to army raids of Sunni protest camps, leading to Iraq’s deadliest month since April 2008 with

1,045 killed and a further 2,937 wounded as a result of the violence (Nations 2013). Against this backdrop of

mounting sectarian tensions, a series of coordinated attacks struck 14 Shi’a-majority cities on June 16, 2013,

killing at least 54 and injuring 170 more (Adnan 2013). Unlike the violence of previous months, these attacks

largely took place in southern cities where terrorism had been relatively rare. The violence targeted Shi’a civilians

on roads, in urban marketplaces, and in crowded coffeeshops, as well as police officers, soldiers, and government

employees (Rubin and Gladstone 2014). No group claimed responsibility for the attacks, but the use of car bombs,

suicide bombers, and coordinated attacks aimed at security forces and members of the Shi’ite community bore

the hallmark of al-Qaeda in Iraq. The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) would later grow out of this civil

conflict.

How does sectarian violence shape political and religious preferences? Support for democracy and Islamist parties

in theMiddle East have been observationally linked to a range of socio-economic, gender-based, and cultural traits

(Tezcür et al. 2012; Inglehart 2003; Harris and Tavana 2018), but we have little causal evidence on how these

attitudes are formed (Jamal 2006). Moreover, research on political attitudes and behavior often treat religiosity

as an independent variable rather than an outcome (Blaydes and Linzer 2012; Hetherington and Weiler 2009;

McKenzie and Rouse 2013; Kalyvas 1996). A similar causal identification problem complicates research on the

deleterious link between ethnic conflict and democratic institutions (Diamond and Plattner 1994; Easterly 2001).

In addition, while many studies explore the effects of regime type on terrorism (Li 2005; Collier, Hoeffler and

Söderbom 2004; Krueger and Laitin 2008; Abadie 2006; Piazza 2007), less is known about how terrorism affects

preference for regime type. I overcome these challenges by providing causally identified evidence on how one

factor in particular – exposure to sectarian violence – shapes both political preferences and religiosity.

I leverage the timing of the June 16, 2013 attacks mid-way through the enumeration period of third wave of the

Arab Barometer in Iraq (June 6 – June 29, 2013). I implement a difference-in-difference strategy in order to

estimate the causal impact of Shi’a identity after the attacks. I find that Sunni and Shi’a respondents diverge

on political preferences and religiosity in both absolute and relative terms. After the June 16 attacks, Shi’a re-
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spondents are 20–25 pp. less likely to support democracy, 16–30 pp. less likely to trust state institutions, 15 pp.

less likely to support Islamist parties, and 9–13 pp. more likely to listen to Qur’an or pray daily, relative to their

Sunni compatriots. These treatment effects are driven by changes among both groups with regards to support for

democracy and religiosity, but largely by Sunnis when it comes to trust in state institutions support for Islamist

parties. These trends suggest that violence pushes victimized communities to turn inward toward religiosity as

a psychological coping mechanism while creating disillusionment toward political establishments. Conversely,

violence that shifts the balance of power in favor of a community bolsters trust in the political status quo while

weakening reliance on personal faith. All in all, the findings indicate that exposure to violence differentially

shapes political preferences and attachment to religious identity among relative winners and losers of conflict in

ways that ultimately deepen sectarian fault lines.

Empirical Strategy

The third wave of the Arab Barometer survey was administered between June 6 – 29, 2013 across nine provinces

in Iraq, resulting in a sample size of n = 827 in the ten days before the attacks and n = 357 thereafter. 1 Exposure to

sectarian violence is roughly proxied bymembership to the Sunni or Shi’a communities. Onemight expect that the

violence rendered Shi’a respondents comparatively more likely to lose faith in democracy, denounce Islamists, and

distrust government institutions. Moreover, I hypothesize that the attacks increased perceptions that one’s family

is unsafe and that one is not treated equally to other citizens – a kind of manipulation check to verify that the

attacks affect respondents in the exposure to violence channel proposed here – in addition to boosting attachment

to religious observance as a psychological coping mechanism. The four primary outcome areas of interest are

thus: (1) support for democracy, (2) support for Islamist political parties, (3) trust in government institutions, and

(4) religiosity.

I first implement a difference-in-difference strategy to isolate the effects of exposure to the anti-Shi’a attacks of

June 16 on these outcome areas, as individual items and as indices. The research design is not experimental, but

I test the assumptions needed in order for results to be considered causally identified: Shi’a and Sunni samples

are comparable before and after the attacks, a natural break appears on June 16 when tracking time trends, and

1The nine provinces surveyed are: Babylon, Erbil, al-Qadisiyyah, Baghdad, Basra, Sulaymaniyah, Nineveh, Diyala, and Kirkuk. 21
additional surveys were collected on July 17 and September 23, but were excluded from the analysis because of the low number of Shia
surveyed on these dates (four in total) and the temporal distance from the June 16 attacks that would likely add bias to the estimates.
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Table 1: Sample Size by Time Period and Sect

Pre–June 16 Post–June 16 Total

Shia 608 119 727

Sunni 219 238 457

Total 827 357 1184

measures of perceived safety are affected in ways that align with an exposure to violence mechanism. Second,

I provide qualitative evidence suggesting that the attacks briefly shifted Sunni–Shi’a power dynamics such that

Sunni trust in the status quo – as measured by trust in existing political institutions – was bolstered. Conversely,

Shi’a lost faith in the political establishment and instead appear to retreat inward and rely on personal piety as a

means of coping with the violence. Lastly, I investigate how the four main outcomes – support for democracy,

support for Islamist parties, trust in state institutions, and religiosity – relate to each other. To do this, I run an

unsupervised hierarchical clustering algorithm on the survey data. This technique constitutes an entirely data-

driven approach to identifying correlations and principle components in survey data. The clustering model yields

descriptive findings that confirm relationships found elsewhere in the literature: support for shari’a is closely

correlated to religiosity, but neither is strongly predictive of support for Islamist parties or democracy (Jamal

2006). The results obtained from these three strategies indicate that ethnic conflict emboldens relative “winners”

to place their faith in existing authorities, while relative “losers” disengage from politics and rely more heavily on

religion in times of crisis.

Results

First analyzing the raw data before exploring non-parametric specifications, I compare the raw means for Shi’a

and Sunni respondents across the key outcomes before and after the attacks (Table 6). A clear pattern emerges

with regards to support for democracy. Plot 1 reveals a spike among Sunnis in deeming democracy appropriate

for Iraqi society, effective at maintaining order and stability, and a decisive system of governance, in addition to

a preference for a political system governed by electoral results. Effect sizes are substantively and statistically

significant, with a 23 pp. increase in the portion of Sunnis judging Iraqi to be ready for democracy after the

attacks. The opposite trend emerges for Shia, illustrated by the drop in belief in the effectiveness of democracy
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from 78% to 68% while climbing from 70% to 79% among Sunni (Table 3). No change is observed within or

across groups with regards to outright authoritarian preferences (support for an “authoritarian president who is

indifferent to parliament and elections”), which hovered around 8% for Sunnis and 10% for Shi’a (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Raw Means for Sunni and Shia (T1 & T2)
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Note: All variables are binary and coded in a pro-democracy or otherwise positive direction. The x axis refers to the time period dummy
before and after the attacks: pre-June 16 (0) and post-June 16 (1).

We see very similar patterns when analyzing trust and esteem for state institutions, although the inter-group

differences are here driven largely by changes among Sunnis. Sunnis were more likely to offer positive evaluations

of the parliament, government, security apparatus, and armed forces than their Shia compatriots. Increases in

Sunni trust in these state organs ranges from 14 pp. (trust in the military) to 25 pp. (trust in the government).

Shi’a confidence in these institutions, on the other hand, remains flat to weakly negative. Trust toward, and
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evaluation of, the parliament yields the largest movement among Shi’a within this roster: a drop from 17% to 12%

in approval ratings and a corresponding 24% to 17% dip in trust. Starting from a lower baseline, Sunni trust in

parliament more than doubles to from 17% to 40% at T2.

A divergent pattern characterized by sharp changes in both groups takes shape in the domain of religious prefer-

ences. Sunnis report a drop in religious practices such as listening to Qur’an (57% to 49%) and praying daily (90%

to 82%), while Shi’a become more observant along these dimensions, albeit with high baselines (69% to 74%,

and 96% to 97%, respectively). Friday prayer attendance and self-described religiosity remained stable (Table 4).

Turning to outcomes that bridge political and religious preferences, Shi’a are also more likely to support legis-

lating shari’a (71% to 83%) while the opposite trend is observed among Sunnis (80% to 73%; Table 4). When

it comes to manifesting this desire for an increased Islamic influence in government through existing Islamist

parties, however, we see almost no change among Shi’a but a rise from 33% to 39% among Sunnis (Figure 1).

Linear difference-in-difference regressions corroborate the trends in the raw data: the anti-Shia attacks boosted

faith in the state, democracy, and Islamist parties among Sunnis with the inverse effect among Shia. Religiosity

trends similarly diverge, with Shi’a becoming more religiously observant over time in both relative and absolute

terms. The regressions (Table 2) show that Shi’a were 16 to 30 pp. less likely to affirm support for state institutions

relative to their Sunni counterparts after the attacks (depending on the institution in question), 20 to 25 pp. less

likely to have faith in democracy (Table 3), and 15 pp. less likely to report support for Islamist parties (Table

4). By contrast, Shi’a were comparatively 9 pp. more likely to pray at least once a day, 13 pp. more likely to

listen to Qur’an daily, and 18 pp. more likely to support the incorporation of Islamic law into state law (Table 4).

These relationships largely hold with the addition of province fixed effects (Tables 8, 9, 10; Appendix), although

the degrees of freedom then needlessly limit the sample size, as described in the robustness section. An index

collapsing the survey items by outcome area (aligned with the clusters generated by the unsupervised model)

concisely illustrate these key findings (Figure 3).

Discussion: Winners, Losers, and Divergent Preferences

Turning first to the set of democracy outcomes, we see more confidence among Sunnis and dampened enthusiasm

among Shi’a with regards to democracy across the board (Table 3). A possible explanation for Shi’a pessimism is
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Table 2: Effect of Violence on Trust in State Institutions

Dependent Variable: “Trust in...”

Security Apparatus Armed Forces Government Parliament

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.307∗∗∗ 0.276∗∗∗ 0.229∗∗∗ 0.175∗∗∗

(0.030) (0.028) (0.033) (0.029)

Post-Attacks 0.202∗∗∗ 0.143∗∗∗ 0.247∗∗∗ 0.229∗∗∗

(0.041) (0.040) (0.046) (0.041)

Shia 0.490∗∗∗ 0.556∗∗∗ 0.314∗∗∗ 0.069∗∗

(0.035) (0.033) (0.038) (0.034)

Post-Attack X Shia −0.206∗∗∗ −0.158∗∗∗ −0.234∗∗∗ −0.300∗∗∗

(0.060) (0.058) (0.067) (0.060)

Observations 1,167 1,158 1,172 1,159

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Note: All variables are binary and coded in a positive direction.
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Figure 2: Difference in Difference Trends
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the common notion, especially in the wake of the Arab Spring, that democracy will bring to power Sunni Islamist

groups little regard for out-group welfare. It follows that Shi’a with a first-hand experience of bloodshed at the

hands of Sunni extremists that emerged from transitioning contexts in Syria in Iraq would hesitate to support

democracy. Whereas other scholars find evidence that exposure to violence can boost social trust and political

participation (Dunning 2011; Blattman 2009; Bellows and Miguel 2009; Rohner, Thoenig and Zilibotti 2013), I

find that Shi’a express reduced support for a government, security apparatus, and military that failed to protect

them. More fine-grained data on exposure to violence, rather than the religious identity proxy used here, might

uncover heterogenous effects more in line with the previous literature, however.

What explains increased Sunni faith in democracy and state institutions after the attacks? Sunni frustration at

the perceived alienation of Sunni political leaders by the al-Maliki government had been on the rise since the

toppling of Saddam Hussein in 2003. Many Sunnis felt sidelined by the country’s Shi’ite leadership and unfairly

targeted by rigid anti-terrorism laws. At the time of the June 16 attacks, Sunni vigilante groups had taken up arms

and joined former Ba’athist paramilitaries to wage war against the Iraqi government (Naama 2013a). Baseline

levels of support for government entities are correspondingly low among Sunnis (less than a quarter trusted the

government in T1), and only surpass Shi’a levels of support with regards to one institution – the parliament –

which has the a sizable Sunni presence relative to other Shi’a-dominated branches of government (Figure 1).
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Figure 3: Key Results with Outcomes as Indices
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intuitive groupings, corroborated by the unsupervised clustering model.

This leaves us with a puzzle: what caused the uptick in Sunni trust toward the Iraqi state and government after

the attacks? A balance-of-power explanation is borne out in the qualitative data. Disturbing sectarian undertones

quickly rose to the fore of the Sunni protest movement (Nasrawi 2013). Militant elements brandished al-Qaeda

flags (including the new Islamic State of Iraq variant), invoked references to “jihad,” and referred to Shi’a by

pejorative labels such as “Safavid” or “majus” (Wing 2013). Sectarian rhetoric was not limited to extremist wings

of the movement. Although the Sunni Waqf warned preachers against using divisive rhetoric, they had little

control over non-mosque sites (Cockburn 2013). Protestor spokesperson Sheikh Saeed al-Lafi frequently used

inflammatory speech against Shi’a before forming a regional Sunni army “to keep Anbar a safe place for Sunnis,”

a move that prompted influential Sunni cleric Sheikh Abdul Malik Al-Saadi to deem the soldiers “honorable Iraqi

muhajideen” (Naama 2013b). With low Sunni representation in government, the protest movement, flawed as

it was, was a credible channel for political voice and had succeeded in gaining moderate concessions from the

al-Maliki government.2 Mainstream Sunni leaders including Rafi al-Essawi, the minister of finance in al-Maliki’s

cabinet whose mistreatment triggered the protests, and Khamis al-Khanjar, a businessman who backed Sunni

political candidates in the 2010 elections, called on Sunnis across the country to “try something new and peaceful:

2 A controversial voting law left Sunni Arab governorates with fewer allocated seats than before in the 2010 parliamentary elections.
Furthermore, 60% of the 499 candidates banned for alleged Ba’athist ties were Sunni. By January 2013, the protestors had successfully
pressured Prime Minister al-Maliki to investigate prison abuses and release 3,000 illegally detained prisoners, in addition to paving the
way for an agreement with (Sunni Arab) Deputy Prime Minister Saleh al-Mutlaq that relaxed regulation on employment and property
seizure that hit the Sunni elite hard.
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Table 3: Effect of Violence on Support for Democracy

DV: “Democracy is...”

Appropriate Effective Unproblematic Suitable

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.78∗∗∗ 0.70∗∗∗ 0.63∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Post-Attacks −0.09∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05)

Shia 0.10∗∗∗ 0.08∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 0.13∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

Post-Attack X Shia 0.05 −0.20∗∗∗ −0.25∗∗∗ −0.25∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07)

Observations 1,098 1,113 1,116 1,094

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Note: All variables are binary and coded in a positive direction.

protest” (Boghani 2014). The Shi’a-dominated Ministry of the Interior responded with full force. Raids of protest

camps in Hawijah and Ramadi had killed at least 64 by May 2013 (Bradley and Nabhan 2013). Regardless of the

exact ideological configuration of the protestors, one thing was clear: sectarian warfare had reached a new fever

pitch.

Against this backdrop, a blow dealt to the Shi’a community may have been seen as a leveling of the playing field for

beleaguered Sunnis. The balance of power had finally shifted in favor of Sunnis for a brief moment. Sympathizers

of the Sunni resistance movement, especially those harboring anti-Shi’a sentiment, may have more confidence

in existing political institutions in the aftermath of this shift. Extremist branches of the Sunni resistance had

increased the collective bargaining power of their co-religionists. Former (Sunni) vice-president in al-Maliki’s
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Table 4: Effect of Violence on Religious Preferences

DVs

Enshrine Sharia Pray Daily Listen Qur’an Daily Pro-Islamists

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.80∗∗∗ 0.90∗∗∗ 0.57∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04)

Post-Attacks −0.07 −0.08∗∗∗ −0.08∗ 0.16∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.02) (0.05) (0.05)

Shia −0.08∗∗ 0.06∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.04)

Post-Attack X Shia 0.18∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.13∗∗ −0.15∗∗

(0.06) (0.04) (0.07) (0.07)

Observations 1,098 1,113 1,116 1,094

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Note: All variables are binary and coded in a positive direction. Pray daily and Listen Qur’an refer to ob-
serving these practices most or all of the time. Enshrine shari’a refers to somewhat or strongly agreeing
with the statement that “the government and parliament should enact laws in accordance with Islamic law.”
Pro-Islamists refers to supporting Islamist parties to a medium or great extent.
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government, Tariq al-Hashemi, expressed the frustration of many Sunni Arabs that eventually pushed them to

sympathize with extremists: “[The protestors] said, ‘No, sir, we lost hope in the political process. We lost hope

in the international communities.’ Al Qaeda, the extremists, enjoyed this changing of identity of the youngest of

the Sunni communities. They tried to recruit more of them. All of them were angry, frustrated, and lost hope in

the political process, in democratic peace. What do you expect? What do you expect? The bomb just exploded,

simple as that. So it was a golden opportunity for extremism” (Boghani 2014). It seems plausible that Sunnis

who may not otherwise sympathize with the extremists behind the June 16 attacks felt a sort of linked fate.

The success of attacks carried out in the name of the Sunni resistance might thus have boosted Sunni faith, on

average, in the excercise of political voice, the political status quo, and the power of Islamist actors – manifested

as positive attitudes toward the state institutions, democracy, and Islamist parties. Additional qualitative evidence

is needed to test this hypothesis, but it is reasonable to believe that relative “winners” of conflict, at least for

a short window of time, may feel more positive toward the existing equilibrium. Two cognitive mechanisms

could be at play. First, zero sum mentalities are common to violent conflict (Wolpe and McDonald 2008). Any

loss suffered by Shi’a would thus equate to a relative gain for the Sunni community. Second, a tendency to

focus on evidence in favor of one’s position can lead to over-confidence – especially if new information strongly

confirms one’s priors (Koriat, Lichtenstein and Fischhoff 1980). The devastating attacks against Shi’a civilians

and security personnel could have therefore affirmed Sunni confidence in gaining future ground during the conflict.

These psychological mechanisms may explain satisfaction with the status quo when the adversarial community is

temporarily weakened. The portion of Sunnis who felt that they were treated as equal citizens jumped from 39.8%

to 56.8% (Figure 1), corroborating the idea that losses suffered by the “other” are associated with a perceived

leveling of the playing field.

How did the attacks shape religious preferences? Shi’a become more attached to Islam in terms of personal ob-

servance and support for shari’a law, but are slightly less likely to support Islamist parties, after the attacks. The

treatment effects on listening to the Qu’ran are particularly noteworthy given the reliability of this instrument in

measuring religiosity (Hoffman and Jamal 2014).3 Psychologists have long documented the relationship between

religiosity and the management of anxiety (Jost et al. 2003). The need for “cognitive closure” among those af-

fected by conflict has been similarly documented (Shah, Kruglanski and Thompson 1998). Conflict settings are

3 Hoffman and Jamal (2014) also demonstrate that attending Friday prayers is not particularly reflective of religiosity, possibly ex-
plaining the stable nature of this measure for both groups here.
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associated with a high need to seek out knowledge that is clear, unambiguous, and stable in order to make sense of

social realities and deal with conflict, often leading to an increased reliance on salient belief systems such as reli-

gion (Golec and Federico 2004). Relatedly, sectarian conflict unsurprisingly re-enforces the salience of religious

identity (Ysseldyk, Matheson and Anisman 2010). Members of a victimized group listening to the Qu’ran and

praying daily in response to exposure to violence (first-hand or vicariously) indicates a turn inward to cope with

the stress and confusion of conflict. A similar trend has been observed among religious minorities in the region

such as Coptic Christians in Egypt (Sedra 1999). The conditions under which groups retreat toward religiosity

in times of crisis as opposed to expressing grievances within or outside of the political system remains an open

question.

Figure 4: Clusters Produced by Unsupervised Model
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The “elbow” in the scree plot produced by this method (Figure 7) plateaus sharply at four
clusters, reflected in the four main branches of this tree diagram. These clusters align with
the outcome areas in the main analyses.

Shi’a become more religious and supportive of intertwining church and state after the attacks, yet less likely to

support Islamist political parties relative to their Sunni neighbors. Three explanations shed light on the dip in

support for Islamist parties among Shi’a, depending on which actors came to mind when enumerators asked about

“Islamist parties.” First, the perpetrators of the June 16 attacks were Al-Qaeda affiliates. Heuristically grouping

Islamist parties with Sunni extremists may partly explain Shi’a suspicion toward Islamist politicians. Second, it

is possible that respondents referred to the State of Law coalition and the National Iraqi Alliance, two Islamist

blocs that enjoyed a plurality of parliamentary seats at the time of the attacks (with 42.4% of the popular vote)

when asked to evaluate Islamist parties. Respondents might have seen the attacks as a failure of these Shia-led
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coalitions to protect their co-sectarian constituents. Shi’a trust in parliament subsequently sank from 24% to 17%

with a corresponding fall in the evaluation of the parliament’s performance (17% to 13%; Table 3). Third, support

for Islamism has been found to be only weakly correlated with piety across a variety of Muslim-majority contexts

(Jamal 2006). Applying an unsupervised hierarchical clustering model to the data confirms as much: support for

shari’a is naturally clustered with the religious observance items (Figure 4) but support for Islamists is correlated

with items on security (perceived safety and trust in security institutions). This finding affirms previous work

identifying support for Islam as a guiding principle in public policy to be unrelated to attitudes toward democracy

and Islamist parties (Tessler 2002). We might thus view Islamist support as an outcome altogether separated from

religiosity.

The correlation between pro-Islamist opinions and trust in security institutions lends support to the balance of

power theory. If Sunni respondents took “Islamist parties” to mean the militant wings of the Sunni resistance –

whose fate was seen as tied to their own – this could explain why Sunnis are more likely to feel safe and to support

Islamist parties after the attacks. Respondents could also have interpreted “Islamist parties” to mean the Shi’a or

Sunni Islamists at the helm of the Iraqi parliament – under whose tenure the balance of power shifted favorably

toward Sunnis. In fact, Sunni trust in the parliament more than doubled after the attacks (17.5% to 40.4%; Table

2). Sunnis also become less religiously observant and less interested in legislating shari’a. Relatively fewer Sunnis

listened to the Qur’an and prayed daily in the wake of the attacks, although the effect sizes are fairly small (a 5

to 7 pp. drop; Table 4). It is possible that faith in religion and faith in security institutions are related or even

substitutes. Under this framework, the boosted sense of trust and confidence in the state may explain the reduced

reliance on faith as a means to achieving personal security. In fact, we observe an average jump from around

24% to 60% of Sunnis reporting that their “personal safety .... as well as [their] family’s safety and security are

ensured” (Table 7). These preliminary results suggest a relationship between perceived security and attachment

to personal faith that invites future research.

Are particular sub-groups driving these trends among Shi’a and Sunnis? Previous work has found that progressive

gender attitudes, income, and education are the most robust predictors of support for democracy in the Arab world,

in contrast to the relatively weak explanatory power of religiosity (Jamal 2006). I proxy for these four dimensions

using items on whether women should be allowed to work, household income, education level, and praying daily.

I split the sample into Sunni and Shia sub-groups, and then re-run the difference-in-differences regressions to
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Figure 5: Heterogenous Effects by Education Level
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Indices are constructed by taking the mean across the survey items in each outcome area. Education level is a binary indicator with no
formal education, elementary, and basic/preparatory education yielding a 0, and secondary education or higher yielding a 1.

test for these heterogenous effects. The sub-group analyses reveal the importance of socio-economic variables in

explaining differential responses to the attacks, especially among Shi’a. Being educated (secondary education or

higher) and earning an income above the Iraqi average are each significant predictors of support for democracy

and perceived safety, with effect sizes ranging between 15 pp. and 25 pp. (Figures 5, 10). Among Sunnis, gender-

progressive attitudes also boosted support for democracy by around 15 pp. (Figure 8). Neither education, income,

nor gender attitudes were significantly correlated with the religious preference outcomes, however. There were

also no significant treatment effects observed between the least vs. most religious sub-samples among either sect

(Figure 9). The mixed to null effects of religiosity affirms previous research indicating that religion is most salient

in the domains of gender and family life rather than politics (Jamal, Masoud and Nugent 2014).

Limitations, Alternative Explanations, and Robustness Checks

One limitation of this empirical strategy is that enumeration dates coincide with provinces surveyed (Table 6).

Shia and Sunni are surveyed in approximately equal portions before and after the attacks (Table 6). Yet these data

from the pre- and post- treatment period would be limited in their comparability if Shia in Baghdad are considered

systematically different to Shi’a in Basra, for instance. I address this concern in two ways. First, I show baseline

balance across key outcomes of interest among Sunnis and Shi’a in each province to demonstrate their compara-
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bility. Table 5 shows a high correlation among Sunnis and Shi’a in each province for outcomes of interest such as

religiosity and political preferences at T1. Some differences naturally persist across provinces, especially along

the north–south divide. The country’s overwhelmingly Shi’a south is poorer than Baghdad, although security is

better and the atmosphere more relaxed. Fortunately, the sample includes a mixture of northern and southern

provinces that were enumerated before and after June 16 (Table 6). Second, I re-run the difference-in-difference

regressions including province fixed effects. Because only three provinces have a sample size over 50 on either side

of the attacks, this analysis is limited in sample size but is nonetheless suggestive. The fixed effects specifications

show similar trends to those in the main analyses (Tables 8, 9, 10; Appendix).

Table 5: Balance Table for Baselines by Sect and Province

Sunnis Shi’a

Baghdad Kirkuk Nineveh Diyala Sulaymaniyah Baghdad Kirkuk

Political Outcomes

Democracy unproblematic 0.57 0.75 0.64 0.50 0.58 0.60 0.57
(0.13) (0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.14) (0.04) (0.09)

Democracy effective 0.64 0.89 0.64 0.52 0.85 0.62 0.57
(0.13) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.10) (0.04) (0.09)

Trust in govt 0.64 0.25 0.20 0.25 0.60 0.54 0.55
(0.13) (0.07) (0.05) (0.07) (0.13) (0.04) (0.10)

Support for Islamist parties 0.43 0.45 0.25 0.45 0.43 0.50 0.42
(0.13) (0.08) (0.06) (0.08) (0.19) (0.04) (0.10)

Religious Outcomes

Support for sharia 0.57 0.72 0.85 0.84 0.77 0.61 0.79
(0.13) (0.07) (0.04) (0.06) (0.12) 0.74 0.72

Listen to Qur’an daily 0.71 0.44 – – 0.50 0.74 0.72
(0.12) (0.06) – – (0.14) (0.03) (0.08)

Pray daily 0.93 0.92 0.92 0.86 0.73 0.90 0.97
(0.07) (0.03) (0.03) (0.05) (0.11) (0.02) (0.03)

Attend Friday prayer 0.46 0.44 0.48 0.42 0.29 0.45 0.55
(0.14) (0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.12) (0.04) (0.09)

n 14 65 73 44 15 194 29
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Figure 6: Placebo Difference-in-Difference Analyses
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In descending order, placebo outcomes are: agreement with the idea that married women
should be allowed to work outside the home, using the internet daily or once a week, a
belief that foreign trade should increase, agreement with the idea that Arabs should accept
the acceptance of Israel when Palestinians do, support for increased foreign aid, being
slightly to very interested in politics, and the belief that the American people are good
regardless of the actions of their government. The placebo time break used is June 9
rather than June 16.

I conduct three additional robustness checks to guard against the possibility of spurious correlations or results

driven by incomparable sub-groups at T1 and T2. First, I re-run the main analyses using placebo outcomes that

should be unaffected by the attacks. I identify six items, including views on the American people, the Arab-Israeli

conflict, and foreign trade, to serve as placebo dependent variables. Figure 6 confirms that no treatment effects

are detected for outcomes theoretically unrelated to exposure to violence. Second, I re-run the regression models

using a placebo time dummy centered around an arbitrary date while maintaining a well-powered sample (June 9),

which yields the same portion of statistically significant treatment effects that one would expect by chance at the

0.1 confidence level (Figure 6). Third, I plot the difference-in-difference trends in Figure 2 to further demonstrate

a sharp time series break on June 16. These plots show that divergent trends are most striking closest to the

intervention date, underscoring the validity of taking the date of June 16 as a treatment. Opinions on democracy

and religious observance seem to trend toward convergence once more near the end of the time window, however,

suggesting that the effects of violence may be temporary.

Finally, I perform a manipulation check to ensure that these results are attributable to exposure (direct or indirect)

to the violence of the June 16 attacks. As shown across the four difference-in-difference model specifications
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in Table 7, Shi’a are 11% less likely to state that they are treated equally relative to other citizens, 19% less

likely to report that they are safer relative to the previous year, 20% less likely to feel able to file a complaint

with the authorities when their rights have been violated, and 29% less likely to claim that their family is safe

compared with Sunni respondents. This consistent gap between Sunni and Shi’a on items related to perceived

safety and equality relative to others and to oneself at previous points in time indicates that attacks shaped social

and political attitudes through the hypothesized channel – first-hand or vicarious exposure to anti-Shi’a violence.

I further test the feasibility of this mechanism using the clustering model: one of the four principle components

in the data clearly groups together trust in the military, armed forces, and parliament with perceived safety (Figure

4). Overall, these robustness checks point to the validity of grouping Shi’a and Sunni across provinces, and help

isolate exposure to violence on June 16 as driving the results.

Conclusion

Violent conflict has taken at least half a million lives in the Middle East in the last decade alone, yet little is known

about the causal effects of violence on social attitudes, political preferences, and personal systems of belief. I

implement a difference-in-difference design before and after the wave of coordinated attacks against Iraq’s Shi’a

community on June 16 2013 to gain causal leverage on this question. I show that the attacks boosted faith in

the government, democracy, and Islamist parties among Sunnis, with the opposite effect among Shi’a. Moreover,

Shi’a are more religiously observant in response to the violence in comparison to their Sunni neighbors, pointing to

the potential role of religion as an anxiety-relieving coping mechanism. Using a data-driven approach to clustering

survey items, I further confirm the separation of these dimensions into separate factors: piety is related to support

for shari’a, but not Islamists nor democracy. Holding predictors of political attitudes constant, I thus provide

causal evidence (under reasonable assumptions) that exposure to violence strengthens attachment to religiosity

while undercutting confidence in all manner of political institutions and actors – including the democratic process

itself.

A common view within and outside the Arab world is that the region’s citizens are faced with a choice between

secular autocracy and sectarian democracy. I provide tentative evidence that victims of sectarianism may be less

likely to support democracy because of its association with instability, violence, and an unfavorable status quo

toward one’s group, while relative beneficiaries of sectarian politics are more likely to be democrats. These results
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support the notion that political confidence in existing institutions is not necessarily an endorsement of vibrant,

pluralistic democracy in transitioning and autocratic contexts (Jamal and Nooruddin 2010). A zero-sum game

mentality in the midst of sectarian warfare may explain the uptick in Sunni support for state institutions after the

attacks, but requires further scrutiny connecting attitudes toward the status quo to views on political institutions.

Additional qualitative work is also needed to explore a potentially substitutive relationship between religious faith

and faith in state institutions during times of crisis, which might explain divergent trends in religiosity and trust

in the state as a guarantor of security here. Nevertheless, this paper provides quasi-experimental evidence that

ostensible winners of sectarian conflict tend to support the status quo while losers retreat away from the polit-

ical establishment and inward toward piety in ways that likely further entrench sectarian fault lines. Given the

persistence of pockets of instability in the region and beyond, these findings are sobering for those committed to

fostering democracy and social cohesion in conflict settings.
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Appendix

Table 6: Sample Size by Time Period and Province

Pre–June 16 Post–June 16 Total

al-Qadisiyyah 82 8 90

Babylon 101 61 162

Baghdad 208 41 249

Basra 209 1 210

Diyala 73 16 89

Erbil 0 74 74

Kirkuk 66 8 74

Nineveh 73 88 161

Sulaymaniyah 15 60 75

Total 827 357 1184

Figure 7: Scree Plot
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The “elbow” in the scree plot produced by the clustering technique plateaus sharply at four

clusters, indicating that four outcome areas should suffice.
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Table 7: Effect of Violence on Perceived Safety and Equality Relative to Others

DVs

Treated Equally Family Safe Safer Than 2012 Police Complaint Easy

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.40∗∗∗ 0.22∗∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Time 0.17∗∗∗ 0.35∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗ 0.20∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Shia 0.13∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗ 0.18∗∗∗ 0.07∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Post-Attacks: Shia −0.11∗ −0.29∗∗∗ −0.19∗∗∗ −0.20∗∗∗

(0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07)

Observations 1,157 1,173 1,166 1,141

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 8: Effect of Violence on Trust in State Institutions (Fixed Effects Specifications)

DV: Trust in...

Security Apparatus Armed Forces Government Parliament

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.706∗∗∗ 0.705∗∗∗ 0.530∗∗∗ 0.259∗∗∗

(0.072) (0.068) (0.081) (0.074)

Post-Attacks 0.048 −0.047 0.020 0.068

(0.049) (0.046) (0.054) (0.049)

Shia 0.209∗∗∗ 0.221∗∗∗ 0.174∗∗∗ 0.018

(0.060) (0.056) (0.066) (0.060)

Post-Attack X Shia −0.042 0.053 −0.061 −0.138∗∗

(0.065) (0.061) (0.072) (0.066)

Observations 1,167 1,158 1,172 1,159

Province F.E. D D D D

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 9: Effect of Violence on Support for Democracy (Fixed Effects Specifications)

DV: “Democracy is...”

Appropriate Ineffective Problems Too advanced

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.78∗∗∗ 0.70∗∗∗ 0.63∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗

(0.07) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Post-Attack 0.03 0.09∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 0.23∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05)

Shia 0.02 0.08∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 0.13∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

Post-Attack X Shia −0.01 −0.20∗∗∗ −0.25∗∗∗ −0.25∗∗∗

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.07)

Observations 1,098 1,113 1,116 1,094

Province F.E. D D D D

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 10: Effect of Violence on Religiosity (Fixed Effects Specifications)

DVs

Enshrine Sharia Pray Daily Listen Qur’an Daily Pro-Islamists

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.99∗∗∗ 1.00∗∗∗ 0.82∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗∗

(0.07) (0.04) (0.08) (0.09)

Post-Attack −0.11∗∗ −0.05 −0.10∗ 0.10

(0.05) (0.03) (0.06) (0.06)

Shia −0.07 −0.02 −0.05 0.04

(0.06) (0.04) (0.07) (0.08)

Post-Attack X Shia 0.13∗∗ 0.07∗ 0.15∗ −0.06

(0.07) (0.04) (0.07) (0.08)

Observations 1,130 1,175 1,157 1,099

Province F.E. D D D D

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 11: Heterogenous Effect of Education on Key Outcomes

DVs

Democracy Effective Listen Qur’an Pro-Islamist Trust Govt

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Intercept 0.82∗∗∗ 0.67∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗ 0.56∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

Post-Attack −0.26∗∗∗ 0.01 −0.03 −0.03

(0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08)

Education −0.02 0.06 0.01 0.03

(0.06) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07)

Post-Attack X Edu 0.28∗ −0.11 −0.05 −0.02
(0.15) (0.17) (0.18) (0.18)

Observations 312 328 304 326

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Figure 8: Heterogenous Effects on by Progressive Gender Views
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Indices are constructed by taking the mean across the survey items in each outcome area. Progressive gender attitudes (a binary
indicator) are measured by agreeing with the following statement: “A married woman can work outside the home.”

Figure 9: Heterogenous Effects on by Religiosity
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Indices are constructed by taking the mean across the survey items in each outcome area. Religiosity is a binary indicator measured by
those who sometimes, most of the time, or always pray daily.
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Figure 10: Heterogenous Effects on by Income Level
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Indices are constructed by taking the mean across the survey items in each outcome area. Income level is a binary indicator measured by
a respondents income level (standardized across countries for comparability) as above or below the Iraqi average.
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