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Abstract This paper proposes the “Ethnic Sectarianization — Security Dilemma” theory
as an integrative analytical framework that synthesizes existing theories on sectarianism and
ethnic security dilemma. This theory posits that in multi-ethnic states, anarchy or weak
government often plunges various ethnic groups into a pervasive sense of insecurity. In an effort
to protect themselves, ethnic groups often tend to sectarianize. However, such behavior is easily
regarded by opposing groups as malicious or offensive, thereby triggering a security dilemma
between them. The security dilemma and sectarianization form a vicious circle, eventually
leading to the outbreak of conflicts. In Syria, the continuous spiral escalation of the ethnic
sectarianization-security dilemma has been a key factor causing major setbacks in its nation-state
building. The phenomenon of ethnic sectarianization in Syria began to emerge in the late period
of the Ottoman Empire and initially developed during the French Mandate, during which the
ethnic security dilemma started to take shape. However, the ethnic sectarianization-security
dilemma was truly formed during the period of partisan political strife and the Assad regime after
Syrian independence. The Syrian civil war that erupted in 2011 was precisely the result of the
long-term implementation of sectarianization policies by the Assad regime, which led to the
continuous escalation of the security dilemma between the Alawite and ethnic groups primarily
composed of Sunni Arabs. By the end of 2024 , although the Assad regime has been overthrown
by Sunni opposition forces, the Sunni-led transitional government still faces structural
challenges where ethnic sectarianization and the security dilemma reinforce each other. This
also provides an opportunity for external forces to intervene, making the prospects for the
building of the Syrian nation-state full of uncertainties.
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